Chapter 9
Positive Psychology and Gender

Matt Englar-Carlson and Rebekah Smart

The promise of positive psychology in many ways should appeal to those interested
in the psychology of gender. After all, a psychology focused on the conditions and
processes that promote optimal functioning in people and institutions (Gable and
Haidt 2005) serves as a significant counter to pathology-based psychology, and thus
could advance a more meaningful understanding of all genders. Most psychological
scholars of gender, like those in multicultural psychology, take a sociopolitical view
of psychology, mental health, and social change, and this is not often seen in posi-
tive psychology. Heavily influenced by feminist psychology (both psychology of
women and men; Brown 2010), a focused analysis of gender by means of examin-
ing power and privilege in any given society would need to be incorporated into a
positive psychology perspective in order to be relevant. Whereas the end goal of
the elevation of strengths and optimal health for all genders in pursuit of happiness
and the “good life” is a goal shared by many, how the scholarly field of positive
psychology has conceptualized, accounted for, and addressed gender is still a cause
for discussion.

This chapter will review the different discussions and debate about the utility
of positive psychology for work within the psychology of gender. For us, a deeper
examination raises a series of questions about how positive psychology and gen-
dered concerns intersect, and impact people of all genders. Further, the very nature
of the historical relationship of power, privilege, and gender creates vastly different
conditions for the connection of positive psychology to ideas around masculinity
and femininity. This chapter will survey the existing research and critiques of posi-
tive psychology and gender with a goal of identifying future areas of scholarly
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inquiry and investigation. In line with Levant and Silverstein’s (2005) observation,
it is critical to note that it is problematic to only discuss one aspect of diversity
(e.g., gender) without full consideration of the impact of other identities (e.g., race,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.). We wanted to acknowledge this upfront, as we do
not want to repeat oversights previously contained in the feminist and multicultural
literature (Reid 2002).

9.1 An Initial Examination of Positive Psychology
and Gender

One of the greatest shifts in psychology has been the increased sensitivity and
awareness given to cultural diversity issues, including the influence of gender roles
(American Psychological Association 2003). Among other identity factors, sex and
gender are recognized as powerful organizing variables in peoples’ lives and experi-
ences (Brown 2010). From a social constructivist view, notions of femininity and
masculinity, and thus the lived lives of any individual are defined by cultural, his-
torical, socioeconomic, and institutional forces (Smiler 2004). Based on the socio-
political reality of privilege and power, men, women, and transgender individuals
have different experiences. Whereas understanding the positive and healthy aspects
of these cultural influences and identity has promise, positive psychology risks
overlooking and dismissing real societal, structural and lived reality when it does
not incorporate a contextual view (McNulty and Fincham 2012). In addition, Gable
and Haidt (2005) note that for some in positive psychology, “the aim is to build up
what we know about human resilience, strength, and growth to integrate and com-
plement the existing knowledge base” (p. 107). This statement indicates that for
some researchers, the emphasis in positive psychology has been on universal, or
“human” findings that are by definition devoid of cultured multiple identities that
include gender. This is problematic as gender, as well as other cultural facets, are
seemingly taken out of the equation and not considered complex and influential
determinants in people’s lives (Eagly and Diekman 2003). A key principle of femi-
nist therapy is that people’s experiences are honored for what they are with an
emphasis on gender-based phenomenon (Brown 2010); therefore, the lack of
specific attention to gendered/cultured experiences is concerning.

Another concern about focusing on “positive” gendered traits (either “feminine”
or “masculine”) is that it essentializes those traits as belonging exclusively to a
gender and reinforces stereotypes. For example, scholarly work on “positive mascu-
linity” has been criticized as promoting essentialism in that it inhibits the decon-
struction of gender roles and limits social change (Addis et al. 2010). Further, it is
erroneous to assume that there is only one perspective of a “positive trait” for differ-
ent genders, as different cultures have varying ideas of what is “positive” for each
respective gender (Pedrotti 2011). Traits are not universally positive across the
globe, as a multitude of contextual cultural factors influence how traits are perceived
and performed (Pedrotti et al. 2009). Transgender individuals may also be able to
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incorporate aspects of masculinity and femininity into their identity in ways that are
positive for them (Riggle et al. 2011).

However, there are differing perspectives on the role of culture in evaluating and
examining strengths. Pedrotti (2011) described the emergence of two camps within
positive psychology: the “culture-free” camp and the more recent “culturally
embedded” camp. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) exemplify the culture-
free perspective, which holds that universal strengths exist, and that empirical
science is objective enough to determine universal strengths. This view of positive
psychology has been criticized as ethnocentric, overly individualistic, and prescrip-
tive in its values (Becker and Marecek 2008). The culturally-embedded approach to
positive psychology instead incorporates culture and context (including facets such
as gender) into positive psychology and takes the position that one must consider
culture when interpreting any type of behavior (Pedrotti and Edwards 2009).
Findings from positive psychology can be used to encourage people to adopt
behavior, attitudes, and beliefs that are helpful to them (Gable and Haidt 2005), but
cultural context must play a role in determining which traits are “most helpful.”

As the social change of institutions and the redefinition of gender roles is a core
focus in the psychology of gender (Brown 2010; Levant and Pollack 1995), the
historical absence of an activist or contextual focus positions positive psychology as
a more traditional approach to psychology. In that sense, for many feminist thinkers
positive psychology as presented thus far has not been able to address many funda-
mental concerns. Further, an understanding of the psychology of gender suggests
that what is good for people is reducing sexism, discrimination, and other institu-
tionalized forms of oppression that restrict people’s lives. Thus positive psychology
research could look at successful ways to examine the impact the pursuit of social
change has on happiness and well-being.

9.2 Women, “Femininity,” and Positive Psychology

A brief review of some of the feminist history is worth noting before examining
positive psychology and women’s gender, as feminist theories and therapies
have utilized the concepts of empowerment and strength-based approaches for
some time.

9.2.1 Feminist Therapy’s History of Strength-Based
Work and Empowerment

Prior to the 1970s, the field of psychology paid little attention to the social and
gendered contexts of women’s lives. The Women’s Movement in the U.S. and
consciousness-raising groups that examined rape and domestic violence in the con-
text of women’s oppression were essential to the critique of psychology and the
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subsequent changes in the field (Evans et al. 2005). Among the criticisms of
mainstream psychology were bias in diagnosis, the pathologizing of traits that
women had been socialized to adopt (e.g., nurturing seen as overly dependent);
viewing so-called “healthy” women as dependent, passive, and highly emotional
(from the famous study by Broverman et al. 1970); pathologizing women who
defied traditional female traits; and failing to consider the impact of women’s social
context (e.g., gender, poverty, inequality) on their mental health (Worell and Johnson
2001). An overarching theme in the feminist critique was countering the dominant
narrative that male (White male) was the “norm” and those who did not conform to
a White male worldview were deviant. However, as groundbreaking as this critique
was, it was still linked almost entirely to a White, middle-class, heterosexual
perspective; the experiences of women of color, women living in poverty, and
women who were not exclusively heterosexual were largely ignored until much
later (Evans et al. 2005).

One of the hallmarks of emerging feminist therapies was a revaluing of so-called
feminine traits. Worell and Johnson’s (2001) integrative model of feminist practice
includes the principle Female Perspectives Are Valued: “Goals reflecting this prin-
ciple include helping the client to identify her personal strengths, trusting her own
experience, translating perceived weakness into strengths, and bonding with other
women” (p. 323). As the authors pointed out, this principle is grounded in cultural
feminism, a branch of feminism that re-values previously disparaged traits associ-
ated with women. An influential example of this kind of revaluing was Gilligan’s
work in the 1980s on moral development, in which she challenged prevailing theory
with research that suggested that girls and women were not less moral than boys or
men but that they had an equally important but different kind of morality, one based
on care rather than on justice (Sherblom 2008). In the context of the times, the
notion that women’s morality was equally valuable to men’s and possibly superior,
was inspiring for many. The problem with this approach, as many have noted, is that
it essentializes “women’s nature,” insinuating that a trait common to some women
in some circumstances is inherent to all women in all circumstances; this in turn is
enormously problematic, both theoretically and practically (Grant 1993). Grant
contended that the “revalorization of the feminine” (p. 10) should be understood as
an important strategy for its time but that suggesting that the newly valued traits are
inherent to all people of one gender is untenable.

Further, as important as the work of Gilligan was, she was criticized by many for
grounding her research and theory in the experience of small samples of presumably
middle class White girls, and so not only did many interpret her work as “the truth”
about women, but they failed to consider that “women” in this context meant only
one subset of women. Indeed, what are considered traditionally feminine traits (e.g.,
nice, non-dominant, nurturing, and fragile) derive from stereotypes across many
cultures (Goodwin and Fiske 2001), but not all. For example, “women” should not
show anger or pride from this viewpoint; however, given the historical context of
work outside the home, this gender norm is less common in African American cul-
ture (Durik et al. 2006). Because the dominant culture’s views prevail, African
American women have been pathologized as “less feminine” as compared to White
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women throughout history (Collins 1997), even perhaps with regard to distinctions
drawn from times of slavery.

Many feminist therapists resist essentializing so-called feminine traits, but do
seek to validate all women’s experiences and empower them. For example, Lenore
Walker, the early leading advocate of women in battering relationships shifted the
focus from “victim” to “survivor,” explored women’s strengths, and worked on
empowering them (Choate 2008). The focus on strengths has been used in many
areas of work with girls and women and in 1997 the feminist national conference
identified strength-based approaches as key to feminist therapy (Johnson 2003).

Brown (2010) asserted that analysis of external contributors to distress and
analysis of privilege and patriarchy (power) are essential to feminist therapy; any
therapy that does not do that simply serves the status quo. Indeed, one of the cen-
tral historical feminist criticisms was that established therapies could passively
reinforce gendered power differentials (Worell and Johnson 2001); for example,
by being “neutral” and not attending to power dynamics between partners in a
heterosexual relationship or by being “colorblind” and not attending to cultural
influences in the potentially different power dynamics of a Latino couple versus a
White couple.

9.2.2 Positive Psychology and the Psychology of Women

There is little explicit consideration of women’s gender (in a sociocultural or socio-
political context) in the positive psychology literature. However, there are aspects of
overlap and compatibility between psychology of women/feminist psychology and
positive psychology. In a comprehensive text on women by feminist editors,
O’Leary and Bhaju (2006) wrote about resilience and empowerment, stating:
“Paralleling the positive psychology movement, but not well integrated into it, have
been theories advanced by feminist psychologists who actively rejected many of the
traditional assumptions of the male dominated medical model of psychology with
its emphasis on pathology” (pp. 157-158). However, they make little other refer-
ence to positive psychology. Similarly, Choate (2008) and Johnson (2003) indicated
a benign compatibility between positive psychology and feminist therapy, but with
little detail about positive psychology. Both authors only noted that the two perspec-
tives share a focus on empowerment and using strengths, and a reduced focus on
pathology.

Numerous works (Burns 2010; Elston and Boniwell 2011) using the umbrella of
positive psychology have focused on utilizing strengths in women clients but with
no real reference to gender per se, and no examination of their sociocultural or
sociopolitical contexts. Becker and Marecek (2008) expressed concern that when
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) wrote their foundational article on positive
psychology at the start of Seligman’s presidency of the American Psychological
Association (APA), they did not include any kind of social analysis—no “interroga-
tion of power, privilege, and social hierarchy” (p. 596). The culturally embedded
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camp of positive psychology, as described earlier, attempts to broaden the focus of
Seligman and others on universal strengths to a viewpoint that asserts that while
strengths are rightly acknowledged and valued, the contexts in which these qualities
emerge influence their utility and consequences (Pedrotti 2011). There appears to be
room for social analysis in this perspective, although it is not emphasized.

Building on the culturally embedded perspective and adding emphases from
feminist theory and the APA’s 2007 psychological guidelines, we suggest that a
positive psychology approach to working with girls and women from all back-
grounds should include the following: (a) exploring previously disparaged traits or
identities in new ways and helping clients, when appropriate, to identify positive
aspects within them; (b) helping clients to draw more positive conclusions about
themselves by viewing their behaviors within their sociocultural-political contexts;
(c) understanding symptoms as a means of coping rather than as inherent pathology;
(d) exploring personal qualities through the client’s worldview and intersecting
identities; (e) exploring gender role conflict within a client’s culture and subcul-
tures; and (f) recognizing the positive and innovative ways in which girls and women
navigate multiple and conflicting gendered demands within societies that are often
rapidly changing.

A few authors have illustrated some or all of these points. Using the example of
working with biracial girls and women, Edwards and Pedrotti (2004) acknowledged
the very real experiences of stereotype threat, prejudice specifically directed at bira-
cial women (rather than men), and identity struggles that can happen; however, they
also suggested that historically disparaged traits associated with being biracial, such
as being hopelessly “marginalized” and stuck between cultures, should be reconsid-
ered to include potentially positive aspects, such as having the ability to navigate
two cultures, being able to draw from a rich heritage, and developing coping skills.
Johnson (2003) wrote a case study of a teenage girl who was acting out at home and
at school. Utilizing positive psychology, feminist therapy, and strengths-based inter-
ventions, she worked with both daughter and parents on identifying their own
strengths (through specifically developed questionnaires as well as in therapy) as a
way of building rapport and setting the stage for positive action. She also helped the
parents to recognize how their own cultural and gender biases had prevented them
from recognizing their daughter’s strengths. In the end, the parents were better able
to accept what they perceived as more typically masculine qualities (seeking inde-
pendence) in their daughter, and in this case, Johnson helped the daughter and par-
ents come to terms with gender non-conforming behavior.

Tzou et al. (2012) used “Positive Feminist Therapy” (PFT) to work with Chinese
women going through divorce. They integrated empowerment feminist therapy,
positive psychology’s emphasis on strengths and resilience, and systems theory.
In the case example of a woman who struggled greatly with the decision to leave
her marriage, the therapist worked to acknowledge both internal and external
strengths, such as loyalty to family, various positive relationships, and education.
Tzou et al. (2012) maintained that the following techniques were critical to the
therapy: power-, gender role-, and social location analysis, as well as reframing
and active problem-solving skills. Although the authors stressed that work with
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every client must be individualized and cultural norms respected, clearly this
approach holds the possibility for encouraging clients to analyze oppressive forces
(familial, institutional, cultural) in their lives. The therapist never pushes for par-
ticular action, but may help clients weigh risks and benefits of acting on their
insight, given the cultural backdrop.

Aspects of positive psychology are consistent with the long-held feminist strate-
gies of empowerment and strength-based approaches, but without the inclusion of a
social and power analysis positive psychology has potential to harm women by
maintaining the status quo and reinforcing essentialist notions. Taking a culturally
embedded approach within positive psychology might be able to make it more rel-
evant for women in all their diversity. However, we emphasize that without using
the lens of power and privilege, even culturally embedded positive psychology runs
the risk of sanctioning or promoting traits simply because they are valued within a
cultural context. This presents complex and difficult issues with regard to percep-
tions of “women’s traits,” particularly those traits that were forged, at least in part,
within the context of oppression. For example, Rudman and Glick (2001) described
how the idea of women’s “communal” nature and “niceness” developed within the
context of subordination to men. Niceness and communality can be viewed as desir-
able traits and normative for many women, but if researchers and therapists are not
aware of the historical context and the price paid by women, they may support these
traits without question and inadvertently support a troubling status quo. More point-
edly, Lamb (2005) questioned the emphasis used by some in positive psychology
for cultivating the trait of “forgiveness.” Her concern is that forgiveness therapy
often revolves around women’s issues (victims of violence, infidelity, abandon-
ment), and that women have historically had to develop traits like forgiveness in
order to survive even though it was not always optimal for their well-being. Qualities
that tend to be highly valued in the abstract and from a particular vantage point
(i.e., people in power) may harm people (in this case, women) who have less privi-
lege and power. Finally, the willingness to view psychological traits not as innately
positive or negative (McNulty and Fincham 2012), but rather as dependent on the
context in which they emerge, could spur future research to focus on the complexi-
ties of gender with other intersecting identities, such as culture, socioeconomic sta-
tus, sexual orientation, and physical and mental ability/disability.

9.3 Men, Masculinity, and Positive Psychology

The past 30 years have seen a flurry of scholarly activity focused on understanding
the psychology of men and masculinity (see Brooks and Good 2005; Englar-Carlson
2006; O’Neil 2012). One shift was recognizing the wide variation within male cul-
tures when multiple identities are considered (Smiler 2004). It is common to use the
term “masculinities” rather than “masculinity” to acknowledge the various concep-
tions of male gender roles associated with an intersection of multiple identities
(e.g., rural, working class adult White masculinities may take a different form than
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urban teenage Mexican American masculinities; Kimmel and Messner 2012). There
is also the understanding that certain forms of masculinities are more socially cen-
tral and associated with authority, social power, and influence (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005). In Western society, the dominant ideal of masculinity has
moved from an upper-class aristocratic image to a more rugged and self-sufficient
ideal (Kimmel 2011). Thus traditional masculinity can be viewed as the dominant
(referred to as “hegemonic” masculinity) form of masculinity and thus highly influ-
ential of what members of a culture take to be normative.

Drawing on the Feminist Movement in larger society and the psychology of
women, the psychology of men brought attention to the gendered identity of men
and questions of how sexist norms within Western contexts have impacted men
(O’Neil 2012). Though men had developed much of psychology, it had not focused
on men as gendered individuals. A new framework titled the new psychology of
men questioned “traditional [Western] norms for the male role, such as the empha-
ses on competition, status, toughness, and emotional stoicism,” (Levant and Pollack
1995, p. 1) and framed many of the problems associated with men (aggression and
violence, homophobia, misogyny, detached fathering, and neglect of health) as
resulting from the male socialization process in which rigid forms of masculinity
are emphasized. A driving factor behind this model was the compiling of
male-specific data and examining the underlying causes of the ever-growing physi-
cal and mental health disparities across every racial group between men and women
(see Courtenay 2011; O’Neil 2012).

In a substantial literature review on the psychology of men, O’Neil (2012) noted
the collected data on the lives of boys and men are sobering. In the United States,
despite having greater socioeconomic advantages than women, in every ethnic
group the age-adjusted death rate has been found to at least 50 % higher for men
than women (Department of Health and Human Services as cited in Courtenay et al.
2011). Courtenay et al. noted the health disparities that exist between men of vari-
ous ethnic and racial backgrounds (e.g., African American men die 6 years younger
than European American men) and how that is associated with distinctions between
the leading causes of death (e.g., the death rate of HIV is among the five leading
causes highest for African America and Latinos but not among the leading causes
for any other group of men) and specific health risk behaviors (Asian American men
report riskier habits than other groups of men for behavior related to preventative
health). An observation of the existing research on the psychology of men led
Brooks and Silverstein (1995) to the conclusion that there was a “dark™ or “toxic”
side to traditional conceptualizations of masculinity, and that a masculinity crisis
exists with men of all racial groups (Levant 1997). Isacco et al. (2012) noted that
based on the entirety of this research it is easy to take an essentialist perspective and
conclude that traditional masculinity, or masculinity as a whole is always negative.
However, they added the critical distinction that traditional masculinity per se is not
associated with negative outcomes, but rather the rigid, restrictive, sexist enactment
of one idea of “traditional” male roles. Similar to positive psychology’s assertion
that the field of psychology had neglected examining strengths, assets, and well-
being (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000), there is a growing awareness that the
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psychology of men and masculinity has primarily explored the “toxic” side of men’s
lives with little examination of healthy masculinity and how that is enacted for men
of different racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds.

9.3.1 Positive Masculinity

Before examining the application of positive psychology, it is important to note the
shift toward the positive, health, or strengths of men entered the scholarly discourse
with a fair amount of critique and feedback (Addis et al. 2010; Levant 2008). With
feminist roots, and many scholars identifying as feminist or profeminist (Szymanski
et al. 2002), the field is aligned with a strong activist stance of reducing patriarchal
power, male dominance, male sexism, and the restructuring of masculinity itself
(Baird et al. 2007; Levant 1997). Further, much of the scholarly work in the new
psychology of men focuses on the myriad problems associated with men or acted
out by men on women and society (interpersonal violence, anger, aggression, etc.);
and men themselves were rarely conceptualized as a marginalized group. The whole
idea of empowering men or identifying “strengths” would seem foreign, or down-
right antithetical to someone working to reduce male power and sexism.

One question is why there might be a shift now toward looking at strengths and
positive aspects of men. O’Neil (2012) noted the study of men and masculinity has
a short history in psychology, and that only in the past 30 years have men’s psycho-
logical processes been studied. There is now a firm understanding in Western societ-
ies how restricted gender roles affect men and women to the point where the
damaging effects of patriarchal sexism on men is slowly emerging as a social justice
issue (Englar-Carlson 2009; Kiselica and Woodford 2007). Overall, the field has
identified what is not working with men, yet it seems to struggle with advancing a
model of how to make life better or even what better might be for men. O’Neil
(2012) summarized this, stating the psychology of men needs to emphasize more
healthy criteria for being male.

Clearly, the new psychology of men provided a much needed gender-sensitive
lens through which to view boys and men, however, the model largely emphasized
deficit models of male development and a remedial helping approach designed to
help men recover from the damaging effects of constricted masculinity on them-
selves and others (Kiselica 2011; Kiselica and Englar-Carlson 2010; Kiselica et al.
2008; O’Neil and Lujan 2009). Some in the field of psychology of men and mascu-
linity have questioned if something else about men was missing in the scholarly
literature, namely that not all men experience gender role conflict or maintain rigid
masculine roles, but these men were seldom studied or referenced. Further, some
questioned if everything about traditional masculinity was necessarily bad, and if
there were contextualized settings where aspects of traditional masculinity could be
adaptive and prosocial. When the existing research in the field was rigidly applied
to men in clinical settings without an assessment of one’s gender role and cultural
context, it was easy to overlook the actual experiences of male clients and the man
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himself (Stevens and Englar-Carlson 2010). If the majority of scholarly work
seemed to focus on the dark, or negative masculinity, it is not surprising that “posi-
tive masculinity” was the term used to refer to qualities of traditional masculine
roles that are more positive, strength-based, and potentially used to better the lives
of men and those around them (Isacco et al. 2012). For the most part, a focus on
male strengths, empowerment, and even social justice are largely absent in the psy-
chology of men literature (O’Neil 2012). The past few years have seen the emer-
gence of more comprehensive research that explores how men of various cultural
identities navigate their own traditional masculinity in adaptive ways.

Drawing upon theoretical traditions in psychotherapy that have elevated the
role of client strengths and available resources as a focal point of intervention
(see Duncan et al. 2004), Kiselica and Englar-Carlson (2010) proposed the Positive
Psychology/Positive Masculinity (PPPM) model as a strength-based complement to
the existing new psychology of men. A goal of this framework is to help boys and
men distinguish and embrace healthy and constructive aspects of masculinity, not-
ing that aspects of traditional male norms such as self-reliance, risk-taking behav-
iors, and a male relational style can also be viewed from a positive and adaptive
lens. These male strengths are reported as social constructions, noting they are nei-
ther male-specific (e.g., women show courage, are heroic, and use humor) nor based
on biologically-determined sex differences between men and women, and therefore
can be considered universal strengths across genders from a Western perspective
(Kiselica et al. 2008). However, within one’s cultural context, boys and men
are often socialized to develop and demonstrate these positive qualities and behav-
iors, which are then modeled for others and passed down in male-particular ways
(Pleban and Diez 2007). This positive male socialization process is rarely discussed
in the psychological literature on boys, men, and masculinity, with the possible
exception of the work on generative fatherhood, which accentuates how fathers and
grandfathers from a broad range of cultural backgrounds often care for the next
generation (Hawkins and Dollahite 1996). Further, Kiselica and Englar-Carlson
(2010) cautioned how cultural and contextual factors may influence the definition,
development, and expression of male strengths. For example, a man raised in
Caucasian American culture may view male self-reliance and autonomy as a
strength, whereas a man raised in a more collectivist environment may see self-
reliance as undermining of the community, and therefore place more value in fulfill-
ing family or community obligations. In addition, Kiselica et al. (2008) cautioned
that these strengths are not universally positive; rather they are adaptive in some
settings and maladaptive in others. It is the ability to be flexible in the enactment of
these norms and the knowledge to know when it is adaptive that is critical.

It is important to note that work in positive masculinity is primarily theoretical,
with the exception of one known research article by Hammer and Good (2010). That
study examined the relationship between traditional Western conceptualizations of
masculine norms, positive psychology strengths and psychological well-being. They
found endorsement of some masculine norms (risk-taking, dominance, primacy of
work, and pursuit of status) to be associated with positive psychology constructs of
personal courage, autonomy, endurance, and resilience. Other Western masculine
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norms such as winning, emotional control, self-reliance, and pursuit of status were
associated with lower levels of positive psychology constructs. This study provided
empirical evidence of the existence of strengths associated with traditional ways of
enacting masculinity in the Western context. The authors suggested future research
could examine these relations within specific groups of men (e.g., men of color, gay
and bisexual men, working class men), and explore the attributes that each context
views as being strengths for men. Positive masculinity is clearly in the beginning
stages of development, and further empirical investigation is needed.

9.3.2 Clinical Applications

Davies et al. (2010) worked with similar ideas in a clinical setting and coined the
term “possible masculinities,” as a way for men of varying backgrounds to examine
a positive view of attitudes, norms, and behaviors. Many clinicians adopt a deficit
model with men, asking “What brought you here? and What can you do differently?”
Possible masculinity focuses more on an aspiration approach, asking “What kind of
man do you want to be in the future? and What’s stopping you from being that
man?” Possible masculinity incorporates the range of masculinities as the goal of a
man’s aspirational self is driven individually by each man and connected to his
cultural context (Isacco et al. 2012).

Many in the field of the psychology of men have focused specifically on emo-
tional expression. Males tend to be capable of recognizing and expressing a wide
range of emotions, yet observed differences in emotional expression for males tend
to be influenced by social contexts and the willingness to express emotions, not abil-
ity (Wong and Rochlen 2005). In a chapter in Positive Psychology: Exploring the
Best in People, Wong and Rochlen (2008) examined three perspectives on men’s
emotional lives: essentialism, gender role socialization, and social constructionism.
They stated that social constructionism is a more complex and nuanced approach to
understanding masculinities as it is more of a positive, strengths-based way of
seeing the emotional lives of men. They use the example of solution-focused
therapy’s use of “exceptions” to explore men’s difficulty with expressing emotion to
“construct a more affirming picture of men’s emotional life” (p. 159). Wong and
Rochlen’s (2008) approach focuses on looking for ways in which men are expres-
sive and in which context so that a more comprehensive and hopeful view is taken,
thus an individual man is not reduced to a non-emotional male stereotype.

9.3.3 Additional Areas of Inquiry

There are many other areas where positive psychology and the psychology of men
may overlap in meaningful ways. Certainly, scholars and health practitioners are
merging different areas of scholarship by recognizing the negative outcomes
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associated with the restrictive and rigid enactment of masculinity and acknowledging
how many men live their lives in an adaptive, pro-social manner. This often
necessitates a broader, deeper contextual understanding of men and their cultural
context. For example, many men in the United States are choosing to be “stay-at-home
dads” atanincreasing rate and finding satisfaction with this historically non-traditional
role in their families (Rochlen et al. 2008). The assumption is that many men may
improve their health and the health of their families and communities if they adhere
less rigidly to traditional masculinity norms and are free to assume non-traditional
roles and identities.

Another example is examining fathers of Latino origin. Machismo is a popular
cultural stereotype of Latino men thought to have only negative connotations of
aggression and chauvinistic behavior (Arciniega et al. 2008). Thus Latino fathers
are portrayed as dominant, withdrawn, and harsh disciplinarians. However, there is
little data to support this image (Saracho and Spodek 2008). Recent research has
stressed caballerismo (the positive side of machismo; Glass and Owen 2010), which
includes dignity, honor, respect, familial responsibility, and a father’s role as a pro-
vider (Arciniega et al. 2008; Falicov 2010). This conceptualization draws together
changing gender role expectations for fathers and men of Latino heritage (Gutmann
2007). Research by Cruz et al. (2011) found that fathers of Mexican origin who
endorse positive machismo are more like to be involved and have positive relation-
ships with their children. This is one of many recent studies that emphasizes both
quantity and quality as the dimensions that capture positive father involvement
(Pleck 2010).

Further, there is a growing collection of work capturing the experiences of men
who are not succumbing to traditional male stereotypes. In a qualitative study,
Hernandez (2002) chronicled the efforts of inner-city, Chicano, adolescent fathers
who were model sons, brothers, and fathers in the face of grinding poverty, crime,
and limited life options. These stories highlighted the resilience of these young men
as they embraced responsibility and parenthood. Exploring the narratives of 20
African American men from a wide range of family backgrounds, ages, geographi-
cal locations, sexualities, and occupations, White (2008) focused on the creative
agency to redefine the assumptions and practices of manhood, create social change,
and establish egalitarian relationships with women, children, and other men. Riggle
et al. (2008) studied the many positive aspects of being a gay man. All of this
research is notable for providing a broader understanding of men and masculinities
that is tied to societal and cultural context.

It appears in many ways that research on positive psychology and men and mas-
culinity parallels the evolution in positive psychology from the “culture-free” per-
spective to culturally “embedded” (Pedrotti and Edwards 2009). For many years the
psychology of men generated important, however, often unidirectional research that
highlighted the hazards of being male. Though primarily theoretical, initial efforts
(Davies et al. 2010; Kiselica et al. 2008; Kiselica and Englar-Carlson 2010) helped
establish that a “positive psychology of men” existed and had value. Future research
can examine how men from the full range of masculinities lead healthy lives and
how so-called positive and negative traits are contextualized.
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9.4 Transgender Individuals and Positive Psychology

Although enormous gender variancy has existed throughout human history, the
binary gender system of only male and female continues to dominate as normative
(Goldner 2011). The binary system and homophobia also serve to promote and
enforce the notions that masculinity belongs to men and femininity belongs to
women; those who do not conform (e.g., “effeminate” men, masculine women) are
pathologized (Goldner 2011). Kitzinger (2001) pointed out that transsexuals (origi-
nal authors’ wording) could be seen as maintaining the binary system when they are
conceptualized within it, as in “women in men’s bodies (or vice verse)” (p. 283), but
transsexuality has increasingly come to mean gender variation outside the binary
system. For example, someone may choose to keep a penis and have breast implants;
others may reject both male and female labels; and some construct their trans, queer,
or other identities with no surgery at all (Kitzinger 2001).

In spite of the long human history of gender variance, people who do not con-
form to conventional identities have rarely been free to express themselves. Singh
et al. (2011) outline the persecution and oppression of transgender people. Even as
much of U.S. society becomes more tolerant of non-heterosexual sexual orientation,
it is not tolerant of people who seem to violate the “rules” of gender. There is scant
literature within positive psychology that has addressed transgender issues; how-
ever, there is potential within the field using the culturally embedded framework, to
make important contributions. Singh et al. (2011) used a phenomenological qualita-
tive approach to examining resilience strategies in 21 transgender people, identify-
ing significant strengths in a group that endures considerable adversity. Newfield
et al. (2006) examined health-related quality of life in female-to-male (FTM) trans-
gender individuals. Though finding this population reported significant mental
health needs, those receiving hormones treatment had a significantly higher quality
of life. Riggle et al. (2011) examined the self-reported positive aspects of a trans-
gender identity and identified eight positive identity themes that could be used to
develop strength-based therapeutic approaches.

This is an area with which positive psychology is familiar and can do more work:
drawing out the positive. Like the work of cultural feminists, this is an important
step in changing the overly negative and pathologizing dialogues, not only in the
broader society but within the helping professions as well (e.g., the diagnostic sys-
tem). However, as has been discussed, to stop there runs the risk of essentializing
traits in a very diverse group of people, not to mention the problematic issue of valo-
rizing traits forged under oppression.

Perhaps one of the greatest gifts of the tremendous variability and fluidity in
gender identities is that the binary system and the linkage between men and mascu-
linity and women and femininity can be truly challenged if people are free to express
who they are. All people, not just transgender people, would benefit from this.
Positive psychologists could approach every individual with the awareness that
given their biological sex, sexual orientation, levels of perceived masculinity and
femininity, and current gender identity, there is a host of qualities and experiences,
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many of them positive. For example, working with the person’s unique expressions
of masculinity and femininity, cultural contexts, and sexual orientation, the positives
and negatives of having both male and female biology can be explored.

9.5 Conclusion

This chapter has focused on developing an understanding about the connections and
disconnections between positive psychology and the psychology of gender. One
commonality between positive psychology and the psychology of men and women
and transgender people is that they are all relatively new areas of inquiry and focus,
thus they are dynamic fields that are rapidly growing in complexity. These four
areas share the aspirational goal of the betterment of society, yet the psychology of
gender reminds positive psychology that gender and other salient cultural identities
have sociopolitical consequences for individuals and societies that should not be
ignored. We recommend a continued exploration of and focus on viewing traits as
neither innately positive nor negative, but rather as dependent on context, and
viewing positive and negative as potentially interrelated. In addition, we believe that
positive psychology would do well to articulate its relationship to feminist and
multicultural theory, and that it has the potential to be a leader in gender freedom.
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