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Abstract
Several studies have demonstrated that lesbian and bisexual women are more likely than
heterosexual women to report childhood abuse and adult sexual assault. It is unknown, however,
which sexual minority women are most likely to experience such abuse. We recruited adult sexual
minority women living in the US through electronic fliers sent to listservs and website groups
inviting them to complete an online survey (N=1,243). We examined differences in both
childhood abuse and adult sexual assault by women’s current gender identity (i.e., butch, femme,
androgynous, or other) and a continuous measure of gender expression (from butch/masculine to
femme/feminine), adjusting for sexual orientation identity, age, education, and income. Results
indicated that a more butch/masculine current self-assessment of gender expression, but not
gender identity, was associated with more overall reported childhood trauma. Although one aspect
of gender expression, a more butch/masculine gender role, was associated with adult sexual
assault, feminine appearance and a femme gender identity also significantly predicted adult sexual
assault. These findings highlight the significance of gender identity and expression in identifying
women at greater risk for various abuse experiences.
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Introduction
A history of trauma, including experiences of abuse in childhood or adulthood, can be
devastating, leading to a host of adverse outcomes such as low self-esteem and self-blame
(Campbell et al. 2009; Finzi-Dottan and Karu 2006); depressive and posttraumatic
symptoms (Eadie et al. 2008; Elliott et al. 2004; Widom et al. 2007); substance use (Hedtke
et al. 2008; Simpson and Miller 2002); body image disturbance (Dunkley et al. 2010; Laws
and Golding 1996); and poor physical health (Irish et al. 2010; Stein and Barrett-Connor
2000). Compared to men, women are far more likely to be victims of abuse (Elliott et al.
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2004; Stoltenborgh et al. 2011), and its occurrence in both childhood and adulthood has
been studied in relation to both sexual orientation and gender socialization, or an
individual’s masculinity or femininity. In our review of the literature all studies are based in
the United States (US) unless otherwise stated and include both heterosexual and sexual
minority samples as well as both adult and child samples.

In the current study, we used data from the Rainbow Women’s Project, a national, web-
based survey of adult women who identify as lesbian/gay and bisexual (i.e., sexual minority
women) to examine whether reported experiences of childhood abuse and adult sexual
assault differed among sexual minority women of varying gender identity. We used both a
nominal measure of self-reported gender identity (e.g., butch, femme, androgynous, other)
and a continuous measure of gender expression (from more butch/masculine to more
femme/feminine) to compare participants on self-reported childhood emotional, physical,
and sexual abuse and emotional and physical neglect, as well as on adult sexual assault.

Sexual Orientation and Trauma
Among women, sexual minorities appear to be at heightened risk for experiencing trauma
across their lives. Several studies have demonstrated that sexual minority women are more
likely to report histories of childhood emotional, physical, and sexual abuse compared to
heterosexual women (e.g., Austin et al. 2008; Balsam et al. 2005; Corliss et al. 2002;
Hughes et al. 2010; Stoddard et al. 2009). Similarly, sexual minority women are more likely
to report adult sexual assault than heterosexual women (e.g., Balsam et al. 2005; Duncan
1990; Stoddard et al. 2009). A recent article that systematically reviewed 75 studies
examining sexual assault among sexual minorities in the US found that the highest estimates
reported were for lifetime sexual assault among lesbian and bisexual women (85 %;
Rothman et al. 2011).

Reports of sexual orientation differences within sexual minority women with regard to abuse
experiences appear to be mixed. In some studies, lesbian and bisexual women did not differ
from one another in terms of assault in either childhood or adulthood (Hughes et al. 2010;
Scheer et al. 2003). For example, in the Nurses’ Health Study II, lesbian and bisexual
women reported similar rates of childhood physical and sexual abuse (Austin et al. 2008).
Similarly, in a large community sample of lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) adults and their
heterosexual siblings, there were no significant differences between lesbian and bisexual
women with respect to childhood sexual abuse (Balsam et al. 2005). However, bisexual
women reported higher rates of non-penetrating sexual coercion and completed rape in
adulthood than lesbian women. In a large urban sample, 68 % of bisexual women versus 59
% of lesbian women experienced completed rape (Long et al. 2007). Although reasons for
these differences have not been determined, the risk of experiencing adult sexual assault is
significantly associated with dating and prior sexual history, and the most common scenario
involves persons who know each other (see Adams-Curtis and Forbes 2004 for review).
Given that men make up the majority of sexual assault perpetrators (Long et al. 2007),
bisexual women may have greater exposure to the risk of adult sexual assault than lesbians.

Sexual Minority Women and Gender Expression
It is not yet fully understood why sexual minority women are at greater risk for being abused
as both children and adults compared to heterosexual women. One variable that may
influence who is more likely to experience abuse is gender expression, or the extent to
which an individual engages in behaviors that are held to be traditionally characteristic of
females or males. The terms butch and femme refer to masculine and feminine gender
identities, respectively, within lesbian and bisexual communities, where they have had long-
standing cultural significance (Hiestand and Levitt 2005; Levitt et al. 2003; Nestle 1992).
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The prominence of butch and femme identities has varied over time, and sexual minority
women may identify as androgynous or not identify with any of these terms (Golding 2009).
An androgynous presentation has been found to be more similar to a butch aesthetic style
(e.g., “soft butch”), while women who do not identify with these terms have been found to
present with a style more similar to a femme aesthetic (Lehavot et al. 2011).

Prior research among sexual minority women suggests gender expression is complex and
comprises multiple factors including not only self-identity but also appearance, gender roles,
and emotional expression (Lehavot et al. 2011). Appearance encompasses dress, make-up,
and hair style, with aesthetic images of butch/femme serving as an external presentation of
lesbian gender (Levitt et al. 2003; Levitt and Hiestand 2004; Moore 2006). Gender roles
have been identified as another component; for example, butch women have discussed
taking leadership roles and an interest in typically male activities (Levitt and Hiestand
2004), whereas femme women have discussed choosing hobbies based on how feminine
they seemed (Levitt et al. 2003). Finally, emotional expression has been identified as an
aspect of lesbian and bisexual women’s gender in regard to showing vulnerability and
deferential ways of help seeking (Levitt and Bigler 2003; Levitt and Hiestand 2004; Moore
2006). Androgynous-identified women have been found to score as less masculine on these
dimensions than butch-identified women but more masculine than femme-identified women,
and women not identifying with these gender identities have been found to score as less
masculine on these dimensions than androgynous-identified women but more masculine
than femme-identified women (Lehavot et al. 2011). Because gender expression appears to
have significant implications for sexual minority women’s experiences, assessing it with a
comprehensive measure that captures these multiple aspects of gender expression is critical.

Using a measure of butch/femme identity, one study found that nearly all butch sexual
minority women identified as lesbian, but about half of femme sexual minority women
identified as bisexual (Rosario et al. 2009). Similarly, Levitt and Bridges (2007) discussed
bisexual women’s decreased likelihood compared to lesbian women of identifying as butch,
and their more common identification with feminine gender expressions. Thus, sexual
orientation identity might modify the variance in gender expression, with lesbian women
varying more widely in their gender expression (both butch and femme) as opposed to
bisexual women (mostly femme).

Additional research has revealed other differences between butch and femme sexual
minority women, with butch women reporting an earlier age of coming out and more
experiences of discrimination, minority stress, and substance use (Lehavot and Simoni 2011;
Levitt and Horne 2002; Rosario et al. 2008). Other studies have suggested that femme
women may experience more internalized homophobia and concealment of their sexual
orientation than butch women (Hiestand et al. 2005; Lehavot and Simoni 2011). The
majority of this research has not examined experiences or risk factors particular to
androgynous sexual minority women or those specifically not identifying with these gender
identities. Moreover, gender identity and expression in sexual minority women has not been
examined in relation to childhood and adult abuse experiences.

Gender Expression and Trauma
A handful of studies have examined the association between gender expression and
childhood abuse. Gender nonconformity has been associated with being bullied, childhood
harassment, and parental physical abuse among sexual minority men in both the US and
Austria (Friedman et al. 2006; Harry 1989; Ploderl and Fartacek 2007). Furthermore, gender
nonconformity in adulthood among gay and bisexual men has been associated with paternal,
maternal, and peer rejection in childhood (Landolt et al. 2004). In a study that included both
male and female youth, LGBs who were gender nonconforming reported more victimization
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experiences (D’Augelli et al. 2006). More recently, a study with both sexual minority men
and women in Finland indicated that recalled childhood gender nonconformity was
correlated with negative ratings of parental relationships (Alanko et al. 2009).

Given this prior research, it is possible that a similar association with adverse childhood
experiences holds for sexual minority women who are gender nonconforming (i.e., butch,
androgynous, more masculine). While this has not yet been examined in this population, a
few studies suggest that gender nonconformity among women may be positively associated
with their victimization as children. In a survey administered to US army soldiers, current
masculinity among women (assessed as “macho traits” such as arrogance and boastfulness)
was significantly associated with both childhood physical and emotional abuse, but
childhood sexual abuse was associated with traditionally feminine current characteristics
(e.g., being empathetic, wanting to please others; Rosen and Martin 1998). Another study
that contrasted a group of sexually abused girls with a control group demonstrated that those
who were abused manifested more cross-gender behavior and gender identity conflict
(Cosentino et al. 1993). Taken together, these studies suggest that a masculine gender role,
in particular, may be associated with various forms of childhood abuse, including physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse. While these studies do not speak to the reasons for this
association, researchers have suggested that abuse is likely to impact one’s gender identity
development, and one’s gender identity may similarly influence the processing of traumatic
events (Alanko et al. 2011). It is thus possible that a girl exhibiting a masculine gender role
is targeted for abuse because this nonconformity is not well tolerated or accepted, or that the
abuse itself results in a more masculine gender role encompassing greater independence and
self-reliance. For example, an abused child may attempt to act less characteristically female
if being female was perceived as the risk for abuse.

While there is thus reason to suspect that sexual minority women who identify as butch,
androgynous, or exhibit a more masculine gender expression may be more likely to report
childhood abuse, the same may not be true with respect to adult sexual assault. There is
some research that suggests that a feminine gender presentation, specifically appearance,
may be related to risk of adult sexual assault (see Adams-Curtis and Forbes 2004 for
review). For example, in one study, female college students’ self-ratings of provocative
dress were related to risk of sexual coercion, distinguishing victims from non-victims
(Synovitz and Byrne 1998). In a study of German female college students, those scoring
high on femininity on the Bem Sex Role Inventory were more likely to report sexual
intercourse through force or threat, while masculine and androgynous women reported fewer
cases of sexual victimization (Kury et al. 2004). Potential reasons for the association
between femininity and adult sexual victimization are not wholly understood, although may
include increased attention or pursuit by perpetrators. It is possible that femme sexual
minority women are thus at greater risk for this type of adult assault than butch and
androgynous sexual minority women, especially with respect to appearance as opposed to
gender roles or emotional expression. As mentioned above, femme women are also more
likely than butch women to identify as bisexual, and thus may have increased exposure to a
dating and sexual history with men, heightening their risk of assault. To our knowledge, no
studies have examined the association of gender expression and abuse experiences among
sexual minority women or its relative impact with respect to sexual orientation identity.

Summary of Hypotheses and Tests
The current study examines associations between current gender identity and expression
with childhood abuse (emotional, physical, and sexual abuse and emotional and physical
neglect) and adult sexual assault in a US sample of adult sexual minority women. We also
examine the role of sexual orientation identity relative to gender expression in these
relationships. Five specific hypotheses were evaluated. The first two hypotheses aimed to
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replicate earlier findings. First, similar to other studies, women identifying as butch and
scoring as more masculine will be more likely than femme women and those scoring as
more feminine to identify as lesbian/gay and less likely to identify as bisexual (Hypothesis
#1). Second, women identifying as lesbian/gay versus bisexual will not differ in reported
rates of childhood abuse, but bisexual women will be more likely than lesbian/ gay women
to report adult sexual assault (Hypothesis #2).

The next three hypotheses were specific to examining associations between gender identity
and expression with trauma variables. Specifically, women identifying as butch,
androgynous, and scoring as more masculine, especially on the gender role dimension of
gender expression, will report more childhood abuse than women identifying as femme and
scoring as more feminine (Hypothesis #3). Fourth, women identifying as femme and scoring
as more feminine, especially on appearance, will report more adult sexual assault than
women identifying as butch, androgynous, and scoring as more masculine (Hypothesis #4).
We included forced oral, vaginal, and anal sexual assault in these analyses, as all three forms
constitute types of adult sexual assault. Finally, among lesbian/gay women only, those
identifying as femme and scoring as more feminine (especially on appearance) will report
more adult sexual assault than non-femme identified women and those scoring as more
masculine (Hypothesis #5). We did not expect childhood abuse or adult sexual assault to
differ based on more masculine or feminine emotional expression. Moreover, we did not
have specific hypotheses about women who did not identify as femme, butch, or
androgynous given lack of previous data on this group, and thus we include them for
exploratory purposes.

Method
Procedures

An anonymous Internet survey was used to collect the data. Participants were recruited
using both snowball and targeted sampling. Specifically, study fliers were sent electronically
to over 200 LGB listservs, website groups, and organizations in all 50 states of the US.
Participants were asked to forward information about the study to others who might be
eligible to participate. In addition, given that bisexual women and LGB people of color are
more difficult to recruit, targeted advertising was sent to venues specifically focused on
these groups, including yahoo groups, email lists, and Craig’s list.

Participants who followed our link were taken to a web-based information statement. The
information statement explained that the purpose of the study was “to better understand the
specific experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual women,” as well as described the criteria
for participation (age 18 or older; biologically born female; self-identification as lesbian,
gay, bisexual, queer, or two-spirit; residing in the United States); risks and benefits; and a
confidentiality agreement. Those who agreed to participate then completed the questionnaire
online anonymously using Survey Monkey. The questionnaire was followed by a listing of
LGB and mental health resources, and women who completed the survey could voluntarily
enter a drawing to win one of five $50 prizes, which were awarded without loss of
anonymity. The present study received IRB approval from the University of Washington
Human Subjects Division.

Measures
For the current study, the survey included questions on socio-demographics (including
sexual orientation), gender expression and identity, childhood trauma, and adult sexual
assault.
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Socio-demographics—Using standard formats, we assessed participants’ age; sexual
orientation (i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer, two-spirit, or other); race/ethnicity;
educational level; income; and city size.

Gender Expression and Identity—Gender expression was assessed using the 15-item
Gender Expression Measure among Sexual Minority Women (GEM-SMW; Lehavot et al.
2011). The scale consists of three sub-scales assessing Appearance (e.g., “I often wear skirts
and dresses”); Gender Roles (e.g., “I enjoy activities that involve tools, such as car work or
household repairs”); and Emotional Expression (e.g., “I talk to my friends about how I
feel”). Participants rate each item on a 6-point Likert-type scale, with a higher score
indicating greater masculinity/butch gender expression. Scores are provided for the overall
scale, as well as for each of the three subscales. Developed specifically for sexual minority
women, the GEM-SMW has demonstrated face and construct validity, discriminant validity,
and internal consistency for this population (Lehavot et al. 2011). In the current study,
Cronbach’s alpha was .80 for the overall scale, .79 for Appearance, .61 for Gender Roles,
and .76 for Emotional Expression. Intercorrelations among the three sub-scales ranged
from .20 to.36.

In addition, women also self-selected their current gender identity as butch, femme,
androgynous, or none of the above.

Childhood Trauma—Childhood trauma was assessed using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein et al. 1994). With 28 items, it inquires about five types of
maltreatment: emotional, physical, and sexual abuse and emotional and physical neglect.
Each item is scored on a 5-point scale from 1 (never true) to 5 (always true), with higher
scores indicating more abuse and the items averaged to calculate an overall score. The CTQ
scoring guidelines also allow four abuse classifications for each scale: none or minimal, low
to moderate, moderate to severe, and severe to extreme. In order to calculate prevalence
rates for each of the five subscales in the current study (provided in Table 2), we classified
any score above the “none or minimal” range as indicating abuse. This threshold is
recommended by the authors of the CTQ for maximizing identification of any abuse while
keeping specificity to an acceptable level (Bernstein and Fink 1998). For the purpose of this
study, all analyses included continuous versions of the CTQ.

The CTQ has good reliability, internal consistency, and has demonstrated high convergence
with the Childhood Trauma Interview (Fink et al. 1995). In our sample, Cronbach’s alpha
was high for the overall scale (.94) and the subscales of emotional abuse (.89), emotional
neglect (.92), physical abuse (.87), physical neglect (.74), and sexual abuse (.96). Overall
CTQ scores as well as CTQ subscales were normally distributed (kurtosis and skew within
+/−2.0). Given the continuous nature of these variables, we conducted MANCOVA and
linear regression analyses for childhood abuse variables (Pedhazur 1997). When omnibus
tests were significant, we conducted and report univariate and post-hoc comparisons.

Adult Sexual Assault—Three items were included from the Sexual Experiences Survey
(SES; Koss et al. 2007) to assess sexual assault. The items use behaviorally specific
language to assess unwanted sex acts, asking participants how many times someone had
oral; vaginal (i.e., inserted their fingers, objects, or penis into vagina); or anal (i.e., inserted
their fingers, objects, or penis into butt) sex with them without their consent since their
fourteenth birthday. Response categories for these items ranged from 0 (never) to 3 (three or
more times). Cronbach’s alpha for overall adult sexual assault was .79 for this sample. Due
to small variation in frequency of assault events in our sample, we recoded adult assault
variables as dichotomous variables (0=absence of assault, 1=presence of assault) to assess
incidence of events for analyses described below. Given the dichotomous nature of these
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variables, we conducted logistic regression analyses to assess which factors were related to
adult sexual assault (Pedhazur 1997).

Results
As there were few missing data and they appeared to be due to random item skipping, we
used case deletions to accommodate them (e.g., pairwise deletion for preliminary
correlations). This is considered simplistic but adequate when dealing with a limited amount
of presumably ignorable missing data (Schafer and Graham 2002).

Participants
The 1,243 participants ranged in age from 18 to 86 years (M= 33.54, SD=12.14); 74 %
identified as White, 9 % multiracial, 7 % African American, 5 % Latina, 3 % Asian, 1 %
American Indian, and 1 % other. With regard to educational attainment, 24 % had received
some college education, 28 % an Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree, and 42 % had received
some graduate/ professional school education. All women reported living in the US, with 45
% residing in a large city, 25 % in a medium-sized city, 18 % in a small city, 9 % in a
suburb area, and 4 % in a rural area. With regard to gender identity, 40 % identified with the
term femme and 15 % with term butch. In terms of sexual orientation, 46 % identified as
lesbian, 29 % as bisexual, 16 % as queer, 5 % as gay, 2 % as two-spirit, and 3 % as other.

Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 reports unadjusted descriptive findings for socio-demographics and the gender
expression scale across the gender identity groups (femme, butch, androgynous, none of the
above). Across the four gender identity groups, a MANOVA demonstrated significant
differences in socio-demographic variables, Wilks’ lamda=.92, F(9, 2898.73)= 11.50, p<.
0001. Subsequent ANOVAs revealed significant differences in age, F(3, 1193)=15.10, p<.
0001; education, F (3,1193)=15.37, p<.0001; and income, F(3,1193)=3.24, p=.02.
Preliminary correlational analyses indicated our other independent variable—gender
expression (overall GEM-SMW scores)—was also related to age (r=.10, df=1223, p<.0001)
and education (r=−.08, df=1236, p=.004), but not income (r=.01, df=1224, p=.70). Given
these findings, we included age, education and income as covariates in all subsequent
analyses.

Gender Identity and Expression Differences by Sexual Orientation
Hypothesis 1 Women identifying as butch and scoring as more masculine will be

more likely than femme women and those scoring as more feminine to
identify as gay/lesbian and less likely to identify as bisexual.

Sexual orientation varied by gender identity, χ2 (Multinomial logistic regression with
covariates; df=6)= 67.34, p<.0001. Among butch-identified women, 74 % of identified as
lesbian/gay, 9 % as bisexual, and 18 % as other. Among femme-identified women, 45 %
identified as lesbian/gay, 38 % as bisexual, and 17 % as other. This pattern of results
suggests that butch-identified women are significantly more likely to identify as lesbian/gay
and less likely to identify as bisexual compared to the other groups (AORs= 3.19–5.72; p<.
001 for all).

With respect to gender expression (i.e., GEM-SMW scores), an ANCOVA demonstrated
significant differences between women who identified as lesbian/gay, bisexual, or otherwise,
F(2,1191)=32.88, p<.001. Post-hoc comparisons revealed that lesbian/gay women reported
the highest (i.e., most masculine/butch) scores (adjusted M=3.20, SD= 0.03), followed by
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women identifying as neither lesbian/gay nor bisexual (adjusted M=3.09, SD=.05), followed
by bisexual women, M=2.76, SD=0.04, df=1, ps<.001.

Childhood Abuse and Adult Sexual Assault by Sexual Orientation
Hypothesis 2 Women identifying as gay/lesbian and bisexual will not differ in

reported rates of childhood abuse, but bisexual women will be more
likely than lesbian/gay women to report adult sexual assault.

We next examined sexual orientation differences in childhood abuse and adult sexual
assault, adjusting for age, education, and income. A MANCOVA of the childhood abuse and
neglect subscales indicated no significant differences in childhood abuse, Wilks’ lamda=.99,
F(10, 2162)= 1.27, p=.24.

With respect to adult sexual assault, logistic regression analyses, wherein lesbian/gay
women (vs. bisexual and other) were the referent group, revealed sexual orientation
differences in adult sexual assault. Lesbians had significantly decreased odds of reporting
sexual assault of any kind relative to bisexual women, AOR=1.50, p=.005, 95 % CI [1.14,
2.01], and women who identified as other, AOR= 1.88, p<.0001, 95 % CI [1.36, 2.59], df=1
for all tests. When analyzing the types of assault separately, lesbian/gay women had lower
odds of reporting anal sexual assault than bisexual women, AOR=1.83, p=.004, 95% CI
[1.21, 2.77], and also lower odds of reporting forced vaginal sex, AOR= 1.72, p=.001, 95 %
CI [1.24, 2.39], and oral sex, AOR= 1.61, p=.01, 95 % CI [1.12, 2.33], than women who did
not identify as lesbian/gay or bisexual.

Given the findings described above (e.g., sexual orientation differences in gender identity,
gender expression, and adult sexual assault), we included sexual orientation as an additional
covariate in subsequent analyses on gender identity and expression.

Gender Identity and Expression Differences in Childhood Abuse
Table 2 reports unadjusted descriptive findings for all childhood abuse and adult sexual
assault variables across the gender identity groups (femme, butch, androgynous, none of the
above). Rates of victimization were notably high, with 80 % meeting criteria for abuse using
the CTQ and nearly 40 % indicating adult sexual assault.

Hypothesis 3 Women identifying as butch, androgynous, and scoring as more
masculine, especially on gender roles, will report more childhood
abuse than women identifying as femme and scoring as more
feminine.

Gender Identity—When adjusting for age, education, income, and sexual orientation,
gender identity was not associated with childhood abuse and neglect scales, MANCOVA:
Wilks’ lamda=.99, F(15, 2979.05)=0.74, p=.75; see Table 3 for ANCOVAs.

Gender Expression—Gender expression (i.e., GEM-SMW overall scores) was
significantly and positively associated with the overall CTQ in a multiple regression
analysis, adjusting for age, education, income, and sexual orientation (see Table 4). In terms
of individual CTQ subscales, women with higher masculine/butch gender expression scores
reported significantly greater childhood emotional and physical neglect. Emotional,
physical, and sexual abuse, however, did not significantly vary by gender expression.

Multiple linear regression analyses of the GEM-SMW subscales with childhood abuse
highlighted the importance of the Gender Roles subscale, which was positively associated
with the overall CTQ and all its subscales, with the exception of emotional neglect. Like
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overall gender expression scores, the Emotional Expression subscale was positively
associated with neglect subscales. The Appearance subscale was generally not as strongly
associated with CTQ subscales.

Gender Identity and Expression Differences in Adult Sexual Assault
Hypothesis 4 Women identifying as femme and scoring as more feminine,

especially on appearance, will report more adult sexual assault than
women identifying as butch, androgynous, and scoring as more
masculine.

Gender Identity—For these analyses, femme-identified women were identified as the
referent group. After adjusting for age, education, income, and sexual orientation, adult
sexual assault varied by gender identity (see Table 5). Femme-identified women had greater
odds of reporting forced sex relative to butch-identified women and women who identified
otherwise, but were comparable to androgynous-identified women. When types of forced
sex were assessed separately, femme-identified women were specifically more likely to
report forced vaginal sex than women who did not identify as femme, butch, or androgynous
and appeared to be slightly more likely to report forced vaginal sex than butch-identified
women (p=.08).

Gender Expression—The overall GEM-SMW was not significantly associated with
reporting adult sexual assault, possibly due to two opposing patterns (see Table 6). The
Appearance subscale score was significantly associated with the likelihood of adult sexual
assault, such that women with higher femme/feminine scores were more likely to report any
type of adult sexual assault relative to women with higher butch/masculine scores.
Interestingly, the opposite pattern existed concerning the Gender Roles subscale, wherein
women with higher butch/ masculine scores were more likely to report adult sexual assault.
The Emotional Expression subscale was generally not associated with adult sexual assault
variables. Patterns persisted when assessing types of assault separately (data not reported).

Gender Identity, Expression, and Trauma in Lesbian/Gay Women
Our findings suggest that both femme-identified and bisexual women were more likely to
report adult sexual assault, and that bisexual women tended to report being more femme/
feminine. In order to discriminate the impact of gender identity and expression from sexual
orientation on sexual assault, we examined relationships between measures of gender
identity and expression and likelihood of assault within lesbian/gay women only.

Hypothesis 5 Among lesbian/gay women, those identifying as femme and scoring as
more feminine (especially on appearance) will report more adult
sexual assault than non-femme identified women and those scoring as
more masculine.

In this logistic regression analysis, gender identity was still associated with likelihood of
adult sexual assault. Femme-identified lesbian/gay women had significantly greater odds of
reporting any type of adult sexual assault relative to lesbian/ gay women who identified as
butch, AOR=0.46, p=.001, 95 % CI [.29, .73], and women who did not identify as butch,
femme, or androgynous, AOR=0.56, p=.02, 95 % CI [.34, .90]. Further analysis confirmed
these differences across all types of assault when comparing femme-identified to butch-
identified women (AORs=0.43–0.55, p<.05 for all) and for forced vaginal sex for femme-
identified women versus those who did not identify as butch, femme, or androgynous,
AOR= 0.52, p=.01, 95 % CI[.31, .86]. With respect to the continuous measure of gender
expression, lower (i.e., more feminine) scores on Appearance, logistic regression:
AOR=0.77, p=.002, 95 % CI [0.65, 0.91], and higher (i.e., more masculine) scores on
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Gender Roles, AOR=1.32, p=.002, 95 % CI [1.10, 1.59]; df =1 for all tests, still significantly
predicted the likelihood of any adult sexual assault.

Discussion
As demonstrated previously, the sexual minority women in our sample reported high rates of
childhood abuse and neglect and adult sexual assault. Given the gravity of this widespread
problem, identifying the most vulnerable among this group is critical. While prior research
has established that sexual minority women are at greater risk for victimization experiences
than heterosexual women, this is one of the first studies to examine who among this
population may be more vulnerable. Beyond replicating previous findings with respect to
sexual orientation differences in gender expression (Hypothesis #1) and trauma experiences
(Hypothesis #2), we examined potential associations between gender identity/expression and
childhood abuse as well as adult sexual assault (Hypotheses #3–5).

Our findings generally indicated that masculinity in adulthood, especially a masculine
gender role, may be associated with retrospective reports of childhood abuse (Hypothesis
#3). Although results were non-significant using a nominal measure of gender identity,
women who scored as more butch/masculine on a gender expression measure indicated
significantly more childhood trauma, including physical and emotional neglect. Masculine
gender roles, in particular, were especially associated with various forms of childhood
trauma. The GEM-SMW, as a continuous measure of gender expression, was more sensitive
in predicting these different types of childhood trauma. Indeed, some research suggests that
using a continuous measure with behavioral markers rather than forcing participants to
identify with a particular label may better predict outcomes (Lehavot et al. 2011).

These findings extend previous work on childhood abuse and gender expression. Previous
research has suggested that gender nonconformity is associated with parental abuse among
gay and bisexual men (e.g., Friedman et al. 2006; Ploderl and Fartacek 2007), as well as
among women in general (e.g., Rosen and Martin 1998). To our knowledge, this is one of
the first studies to find parallel results for sexual minority women, especially with regard to
emotional and physical abuse and neglect. It is noteworthy that we also found an association
between a masculine gender role and childhood sexual abuse with our sample. Recent
research with adult (presumably heterosexual) women has found mixed results, with one
study finding that those with a childhood sexual abuse history were more likely to identify
with feminine rather than masculine traits (Krause and Roth 2011), and another finding the
opposite (McMullin et al. 2007).

An important consideration with regard to these analyses is that gender expression was
assessed in adulthood rather than childhood. Thus, we cannot infer if the childhood abuse
experienced led to a more masculine gender expression in adulthood, or whether gender
nonconformity in childhood accounts for both childhood abuse and nonconformity in
adulthood. However, research on the stability of gender identity has found that childhood
gender nonconformity is significantly and often strongly associated with adult gender
expression, and these associations were present across both gender and sexual orientation
(Lippa 2008). Quantitative research with adult butch-identified women has found that they
report exhibiting more gender atypicality in childhood than women who self-identify as
more femme (Singh et al. 1999), while qualitative research with butch women has
demonstrated a common theme of “being a butch child” (Hiestand and Levitt 2005). At the
same time, using sophisticated causation modeling on data from a population-based sample
of Finnish twins, Alanko and colleagues (2011) found that a bidirectional relationship
between childhood gender expression and childhood abuse best fit their data. In other words,
childhood gender nonconformity influenced the likelihood of abuse, which in turn also
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influenced the likelihood of gender nonconformity. The sequencing of events and causal
patterns, however, cannot be determined for the women in our study.

Additionally, we do not know whether these childhood trauma experiences occurred before
or after participants’ sexual identity formation and coming out. Interestingly, however,
women who identified as lesbian/gay versus bisexual did not differ in these experiences.
Future research might explore associations among childhood victimization, gender
expression, and sexual orientation along with sexual identity milestones and coming out to
family members.

While we found that more butch/masculine women were more likely to report childhood
abuse, more femme/feminine women appeared to be at greater risk for adult sexual assault
(Hypothesis #4). In particular, women who self-identified as femme were significantly more
likely to report assault than butch-identified women and women who identified with any of
the other gender identity terms, although they did not differ from androgynous-identified
women. The continuous measure of gender expression revealed more nuanced results, such
that women who scored as having a more feminine appearance were more likely to report
assault. The finding that feminine appearance was associated with greater adult sexual
assault reflects some of the earlier literature suggesting this may be the case (e.g., Synovitz
and Byrne 1998).

On the other hand, scoring more butch/masculine on gender roles was also associated with
greater likelihood of reporting adult sexual assault. This finding deserves more research
attention. It is possible a woman’s gender role puts her at increased risk for assault by
perpetrators. For example, in a series of three studies, Berdahl (2007) found that women
with relatively masculine personalities (e.g., assertive, dominant, independent) experienced
more sexual harassment than women with relatively feminine personalities. She further
demonstrated that women in male-dominated organizations were sexually harassed more
than women in female-dominated organizations. Thus, while feminine appearance and a
femme gender identity may be one cause for greater risk, the role of gender expression is
more complex, such that a masculine gender role may be another risk factor for abuse. This
may be the case because women who violate traditional gender roles threaten the status quo
and are “punished” for their nonconformity, or may be more frequently exposed to men in
the fields and activities they pursue. While our study cannot answer these questions, future
research may wish to examine various aspects of gender expression and the mechanisms via
which they relate to risk.

In our findings, lesbian and bisexual women did not differ from one another in their rates of
childhood abuse and neglect; they did, however, differ from one another with respect to
adult sexual assault, such that bisexual women were more at risk (Hypothesis #2). Taken
together, both sexual orientation (i.e., bisexual) and gender identity (i.e., femme) were
independently associated with increased risk of adult sexual assault. As suggested by
previous research (Rosario et al. 2009), bisexual women in our study tended to be femme,
while lesbian/gay women tended to be both butch and femme (Hypothesis #1). In order to
tease out these differences, we examined whether gender identity differences in adult sexual
assault persisted for lesbian/gay women only (Hypothesis #5). Indeed, lesbian/gay women
who identified as femme demonstrated increased risk for assault compared to those who did
not identify as femme. These results suggest that both sexual orientation and gender
expression are important aspects to consider.

Future research on sexual orientation, gender expression, and abuse may wish to compare
sexual minority to heterosexual women. For example, research might examine whether
increased gender nonconformity among sexual minority women is an explanatory
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mechanism for their higher rates of abuse in childhood. Research may also explore the
nuanced ways in which gender expression relates to trauma among heterosexual women,
perhaps by using the GEM-SMW to assess the relative impact of appearance, gender roles,
and emotional expression on victimization experiences. Finally, findings in the current study
only focused on lesbian and bisexual women and should be extended to gay and bisexual
men. While the role of gender nonconformity and childhood abuse has been examined
among sexual minority men (e.g., Friedman et al. 2006; Harry 1989; Landolt et al. 2004;
Ploderl and Fartacek 2007), the impact of gender expression on adult sexual assault, in
addition to other forms of violence such as intimate partner violence and hate crimes, should
be further evaluated.

The current study has several limitations. First, this sample of women was recruited via the
Internet. We do not know how sexual minority women who participate in Internet surveys
may systematically differ from those who did not have access to our survey or chose not to
participate, and this limits the generalizability of our findings. Related to this, while we
made efforts with targeted sampling to recruit sexual minority women of color, 75 % of our
sample was White as well as mostly highly educated. The rate of women identifying as
butch or femme, or choosing not to identify with these terms, however, is similar to that
reported in other studies (e.g., Rosario et al. 2009). Moreover, as in many studies on
childhood abuse and victimization, all data were based on self-report and were retrospective
in nature, and are thus subject to recall bias. Additionally, childhood abuse, as assessed by
the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire, only assesses trauma within the family and not abuse
that may have occurred in childhood by non-familial adults or peers. Data were also not
collected on physical or emotional abuse in adulthood, and thus the range of assessed
outcomes was limited. Finally, we also did not collect data on the participant’s relationship
with and sex of the perpetrator in either childhood or adulthood. Thus, we do not know if
adult sexual assault was perpetrated by an individual the participant knew or was dating, a
family member, an acquaintance, or otherwise.

Despite these limitations, the current study also exhibited several strengths. We included a
large and relatively diverse sample of sexual minority women. Gender expression was
assessed by two measures, based on both self-identity and a continuous measure utilizing
behavioral markers. The continuous measure was validated specifically for sexual minority
women and included several subscales of gender expression, allowing us to conduct a more
thorough investigation of aspects of gender that were associated with victimization. Finally,
we also used common and psychometrically sound instruments to assess abuse with
behaviorally specific language.

In summary, our findings suggest that gender identity and expression are associated with
both childhood and adult victimization among sexual minority women. Women who were
more butch reported more abuse in childhood, particularly physical and emotional neglect.
On the other hand, women who identified as femme and reported a more feminine
appearance reported more adult sexual assault. At the same time, a masculine gender role
was also associated with increased likelihood of sexual assault as an adult. Given these
findings, clinicians and providers working with sexual minorities should consider the role of
gender identity and expression in targeted assessments and interventions.
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