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In this paper, we critically evaluate Bailey and Hsu’s (2022) 
article, which attempts to refute the existence of “autogy-
nephilia in women.” Blanchard’s (1989a, 1989b) theory of 
autogynephilia posits that non-heterosexual trans women are 
motivated to transition by a paraphilic sexual desire to be 
female. This theory has been widely critiqued in the years 
since its inception, with many arguing that it is based on 
harmful stereotypes about trans women, gender, and sex-
uality. Bailey and Hsu’s article fails to address the many 
lines of evidence that have been put forward in recent years 
showing that autogynephilia theory is flawed. Moreover, we 
believe that Bailey and Hsu’s study suffers from a number of 
methodological and interpretive flaws. In particular, we take 
issue with their use of language that is disparaging toward 
trans women, their selection of study samples pre-selected 
for autogynephilia, their use of survey questions that are 
not likely to have equivalent meaning across groups, and 
their dismissal of more nuanced and accurate alternatives 
to Blanchard’s theory. We believe that these flaws call into 
question the conclusions of Bailey and Hsu’s study, and ulti-
mately underscore the need for a more nuanced and accurate 
understanding of female embodiment fantasies.

Bailey and Hsu (2022) begin their article with a synop-
sis of Blanchard’s (1989a, 1989b) theory of autogynephilia. 
They rightfully emphasize that the theory provides a tax-
onomy and etiology for trans women—i.e., individuals who 
are assigned male at birth (AMAB) but transition to female. 
Bailey and Hsu insinuate—in both their abstract and through-
out the paper—that the only argument that has been levied 
against Blanchard’s theory is the potential existence of “auto-
gynephilia in women” (the sole focus of their study). But this 
is far from the case. A series of research studies and critical 

reviews have been published providing numerous lines of 
evidence that together undermine or outright disprove Blan-
chard’s taxonomical and etiological claims (Bettcher, 2014; 
Moser, 2009, 2010a; Nuttbrock et al., 2011a, 2011b; Serano, 
2010, 2020a, 2020b; Veale, 2014; Veale et al., 2008). Even if 
“autogynephilia in women” did not exist (which we believe 
this paper does not demonstrate), it would have no bearing on 
the fact that other studies have shown that trans women do not 
neatly fall into two subtypes, and that there is no compelling 
evidence and plenty of counterevidence (see Serano, 2010, 
2020b) that “autogynephilia” is causative of gender dyspho-
ria and desire to transition in non-heterosexual trans women.

According to Blanchard’s theory (and Bailey and Hsu’s 
conceptualization of it), “autogynephilia” refers to a para-
philia that arises from a “misdirected heterosexual sex drive,” 
and is the cause of any gender dysphoria and desire to transi-
tion in trans women who experience it—premises that have 
no empirical basis (reviewed in Serano, 2010, 2020a, 2020b). 
For this reason, we will instead refer to the sexual fantasies 
or patterns of arousal themselves as “female embodiment 
fantasies” (FEFs), which accurately reflects what is being 
assessed in this study (i.e., subjects stating whether they have 
had sexual fantasies about having a female body) without 
unnecessary assumptions or conjecture about the cause or 
nature of said fantasies.

Bailey and Hsu (2022) appear to depart from the guide-
lines for language outlined in the publication manual for 
the referencing style that Archives of Sexual Behavior uses 
(American Psychological Association, 2020). For exam-
ple, the publication manual rightly notes that terms like 
“natal male” and “natal female” are disparaging and should 
be avoided; not only do these terms “imply that sex is an 
immutable characteristic without sociocultural influence” 
(American Psychological Association, 2020, p. 139), they 
may also be confusing for contemporary readers. As Veale 
(2015) noted in a previous Letter to this journal, to mini-
mize the possibility of harmful misinterpretation or misuse 
by anti-transgender activists that could lead to increased 
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stigma and prejudice, researchers should be careful and 
sensitive with the language that they use when publishing 
on this topic. Ethical research practice would be to involve 
transgender researchers who are experts on this topic or 
a transgender community advisory group to help ensure 
that this work is not inadvertently used in harmful ways 
(Adams et al., 2017).

In addition to being disparaging when applied to trans 
women, the descriptor “natal males” seems to purposely 
obfuscate Bailey and Hsu’s “autogynephilic” samples. Spe-
cifically, it seems likely that Samples 1, 2, and 4 were dis-
proportionately not trans woman-identified, but rather cis-
gender men and crossdressers who may never transition. The 
one exception to this is Sample 3, in which Bailey and Hsu 
selected for trans-identified AMAB individuals (e.g., current 
or potential trans women) who are not exclusively attracted 
to men (and who, by definition, should be “autogynephilic” 
according to Blanchard’s theory). Notably, this sample 
reported a lot of variability and scored significantly lower 
on Blanchard’s Core Autogynephilia Scale than the other 
three samples: almost 25% reported no FEFs, and roughly 
35% of the sample were fairly evenly distributed between 1 
and 6 (i.e., below the 7–8 range where most of Samples 1, 2, 
and 4 reside). In other words, while Blanchard proposed a 
taxonomy and etiology for trans women, this study appears 
largely bereft of actual trans women subjects, and the few 
who are included appear to call Blanchard’s “autogynephilic” 
category into question.

Bailey and Hsu’s study strikes us as an exercise in “beg-
ging the question.” They purposely selected four samples of 
“autogynephilic natal males,” compared them to unselected 
samples of “natal males” and “natal females,” and concluded, 
“The autogynephilic samples had much higher mean scores 
compared with non-autogynephilic natal males and natal 
females, who were similar.” Well, of course they did, they 
were pre-selected for that! It is only through intentionally cre-
ating this disparity that they are able to claim, “Our findings 
refute the contention that autogynephilia is common among 
natal females.” However, Contrast II of Table 2 shows that 
FEFs were more common, on average, in cisgender women 
than “non-autogynephilic natal males.” Indeed, if one closely 
examines Fig. 2, Sample 10 (which Bailey and Hsu describe 
as “more representative” of natal females), approximately 
60% of the participants reported at least some FEFs (i.e., a 1 
or greater on the Core Autogynephilia Scale), with roughly 
30% scoring 3 or higher, almost 15% scoring 5 or higher, and 
almost 5% falling in the highest range (7–8). These numbers 
are not insignificant, and we believe that the appropriate con-
clusion here is that FEFs vary among cisgender women, just 
as they vary among trans women (see e.g., Sample 3). But this 
variability is erased by Bailey and Hsu’s focus on comparing 
unselected “natal females” to pre-selected “autogynephilic 
natal males.”

The fact that any “natal females” responded positively 
to Blanchard’s Core Autogynephilia Scale is noteworthy 
given that Blanchard crafted these questions specifically 
with AMAB trans people in mind. While thoughts of “hav-
ing a female body” would likely strike most cisgender men as 
“alien” or “taboo,” it would be the taken-for-granted baseline 
state for the average cisgender woman. For pre-transition 
and non-transition trans women, fantasies of having a female 
body may play a role in mitigating the gender dysphoria they 
experience, whereas for post-transition trans women it might 
represent their everyday state of being (akin to cisgender 
women in this regard). As many critics of Blanchard’s theory 
have argued, acknowledgement of the latter situation pro-
vides an explanation for the sharp decrease in FEFs reported 
in post-transition trans women (see Serano, 2010 for further 
discussion plus a critique of Blanchard’s hypothesis that 
these trans women have formed a “pair-bond” with their 
female selves).

The fact that Blanchard’s survey questions would likely 
hold different meanings for different groups was precisely the 
reason why Veale et al. (2008) and Moser (2009) altered the 
language somewhat to make them more relatable or relevant 
to cisgender women (see also Moser, 2010b). Bailey and 
Hsu (2022) acknowledged that “most natal females may find 
the idea of endorsing this item to be odd,” but they did not 
consider that this was a threat to the validity of their study’s 
findings. The idea of being attracted to having a “nude female 
form” may have different meaning to participants in the dif-
ferent groups that they compared across; it seems reasonable 
to expect that the different groups will have different under-
standings of the question depending on whether they do or 
do not have such a body. This issue—often overlooked in 
social science research—is called measurement equivalence 
or measurement invariance. As Vandenberg and Lance (2000, 
p. 9) described, if a scale “means one thing to one group and 
something different to another group, a group mean com-
parison may be tantamount to comparing apples and spark-
plugs.” While neither Bailey and Hsu’s, Moser’s, nor Veale 
et al.’s studies tested for measurement invariance across 
groups, both Moser’s and Veale et al.’s studies would have 
been more likely to produce valid comparisons because they 
used scales that were adapted to have more similar meanings, 
or measurement equivalence/invariance, across the groups 
being compared.

In addition to discounting Moser’s and Veale et al.’s 
alternative questions, Bailey and Hsu (2022) also dispensed 
entirely with Blanchard’s Cross-Gender Fetishism Scale and 
Autogynephilic Interpersonal Fantasy Scale, both of which 
played a central role in Blanchard’s (1989b) original study. 
Their omission of Blanchard’s Autogynephilic Interpersonal 
Fantasy Scale is particularly noteworthy given Bailey and 
Hsu’s claims that subjects who exhibit “autogynephilia” are 
devoid of interpersonal sexual interests (see Bettcher, 2014 
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and Moser, 2010a for critiques of this assumption). Moser’s 
survey included numerous questions that were analogous 
to questions from Blanchard’s Cross-Gender Fetishism and 
Autogynephilic Interpersonal Fantasy scales, and significant 
numbers of his female subjects said they experienced those 
fantasies “on occasion” or “frequently” (Moser, 2009). Given 
this, one cannot help but wonder whether Bailey and Hsu’s 
“natal female” samples would have come across as even more 
“autogynephilic” had they been administered these surveys 
as well.

Blanchard (1991) explicitly stated that he coined auto-
gynephilia “to refer to the full gamut of erotically arousing 
cross-gender behaviors and fantasies,” and considered what 
he called “anatomic autogynephilia” (“static fantasies…
consisting of little more than the idea of having a woman’s 
body”) to be a small subset of the former (pp. 235–237). 
So essentially, Bailey and Hsu (2022) appear to have rede-
fined autogynephilia as consisting only of “anatomic auto-
gynephilia.” Of course, they are free to do this, as there is 
nothing sacrosanct about Blanchard’s original formulation. 
However, such a maneuver would have extraordinary rami-
fications for Blanchard’s taxonomy. Specifically, far fewer 
of Blanchard’s original non-heterosexual trans woman sub-
jects would likely have been categorized as “autogynephilic” 
based upon this more stringent criterion, thus making his 
already dubious taxonomy even more untenable as a result 
(see Serano, 2020b for further consideration of this point).

Similarly, in the final section of their article, Bailey and 
Hsu argued that we should ignore the “61% of natal females 
in Sample 10 [who] had scores of at least 1 on the scale” 
because “it equates small positive scores on the Core Auto-
gynephilia Scale with meaningful elevation on trait auto-
gynephilia.” This raises questions about what counts as 
“meaningful” and who gets to decide whether any given score 
represents “genuine autogynephilia” or merely “something 
superficially resembling autogynephilia” (discussed fur-
ther in Moser, 2010b and Serano, 2020b). But even if we 
accept Bailey and Hsu’s assessment that small positive scores 
should be discounted, then should we not also dismiss the 
roughly 60% of Sample 3 (selected for non-heterosexual trans 
women) who scored below 7–8 on the Core Autogynephilia 
Scale? If we did that, it would falsify Blanchard’s assertion 
that this group is inherently “autogynephilic.”

Proponents of Blanchard’s theory cannot have it both 
ways: If they define autogynephilia broadly enough to ensure 
that most non-heterosexual trans women can be said to have 
it, then a significant number of cisgender women will also test 
positive for it. Alternatively, if they define it more narrowly to 
prevent significant overlap with cisgender women’s experi-
ences with FEFs, then too few trans women will qualify as 
“autogynephilic” for Blanchard’s theory to be viable.

This dilemma stems directly from the flawed concept of 
autogynephilia itself. Because Blanchard (and subsequently 

Bailey and Hsu) conceptualized it as a “natal male”-specific 
paraphilia that is also a misdirected heterosexual sex drive, 
as well as a cause of gender dysphoria and desire to transi-
tion in trans women, it seems unfathomable that cisgender 
women might also experience it. However, if we instead view 
this phenomenon simply in terms of sexual fantasies—which 
individuals may (or may not) have, to varying degrees and for 
various reasons, and the presence of which is not indicative 
of being a particular “type” of person or suffering from a par-
ticular underlying pathology—then the existence of FEFs in 
cisgender women and their absence in some non-heterosex-
ual trans women would not cause any consternation. This is 
precisely what Serano (2020a) proposed in her embodiment 
fantasies model, which Bailey and Hsu (2022) mentioned in 
passing toward the beginning of their article, then discounted 
as “speculation” in their Discussion, without ever describing 
it so that readers could make up their own minds. Since it is 
germane to the interpretation of FEFs, what follows is a brief 
summary of that model.

The embodiment fantasies model observes that embodi-
ment is a common feature of sexual fantasies—even mundane 
fantasies of having sex with another person typically involves 
our own bodies to some degree (Bettcher, 2014). “Embodi-
ment fantasies” refer to sexual fantasies in which an indi-
vidual’s embodiment becomes a more prominent or salient 
feature of the fantasy, and this may occur for a number of rea-
sons. For instance, if we imagine our body as being different 
in some way from how it exists or how others perceive it in 
everyday life, then that embodiment might be foregrounded 
in the fantasy—this would certainly apply to trans individuals 
whose current embodiment does not align with their gen-
der identity, for whom imagining being able to achieve their 
desired embodiment may be completely understandable and 
even be an adaptive way to alleviate any gender incongru-
ence they may feel (as previously discussed). Second, in our 
hetero-male-centric culture, femaleness and femininity are 
routinely objectified and sexualized to a far greater extent 
than maleness and masculinity, and women often internal-
ize this perspective (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). Consist-
ent with this, research into sexual fantasies (e.g., Lehmiller, 
2018; Leitenberg & Henning, 1995) has found that while 
men’s sexual fantasies tend to focus more on the bodies of the 
people they desire, women’s sexual fantasies are often cen-
tered on their own bodies being the objects of other people’s 
desires—this would help explain why FEFs are not uncom-
mon in women. Third, someone who does not find female or 
feminine traits attractive in others would likely find FEFs less 
arousing or compelling than those who do—this could help 
explain previously identified correlations between sexual 
orientation and embodiment fantasies without requiring a 
complicated theory involving misdirected heterosexual sex 
drives and sexual fantasies that lead “natal males” to “pursue 
sex reassignment surgery” (Bailey & Hsu, 2022).
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This embodiment fantasies model can account for the 
trends in FEFs observed in past studies, including its fre-
quency or intensity in non-heterosexual trans women (who 
may straddle all three of the aforementioned situations). But 
it also accounts for the variability of FEFs found within any 
given cohort, as such fantasies are not conceptualized as a 
condition that certain “types” of people must either have 
or not have. Furthermore, unlike Blanchard’s theory, this 
embodiment fantasies model can also accommodate the 
existence of sexual fantasies centered on male or masculine 
embodiment, which have been observed in some cisgender 
women and gay, bisexual, and trans men (Bockting et al., 
2009; Dubberley, 2013; Lehmiller, 2018). Crucially, under-
standing FEFs in terms of sexual fantasies (which are con-
textual, rather than a permanent or integral condition) helps 
to explain not only individual differences over time (e.g., 
in trans women before versus after transition), but also the 
fact that other social factors have been shown to influence 
the phenomenon (e.g., FEFs vary considerably among trans 
women depending upon their age and race; Nuttbrock et al., 
2011a, 2011b).

Bailey and Hsu (2022) ended their article with a discus-
sion of stigma that completely misses the mark, in which they 
argue that it is “transgender activists” who are responsible 
for stigmatizing autogynephilia. Virtually all critics (trans 
or otherwise) of the theory that we have encountered believe 
that there is nothing wrong with FEFs; they (and we) are sim-
ply striving to provide a more accurate and nuanced account 
of them. If anyone is stigmatizing anyone here, it is propo-
nents of autogynephilia theory, who have repeatedly argued 
that trans people who object to the theory must suffer from 
“narcissistic rage” and are guilty of “lying,” “deceiving,” or 
“misleading” researchers and the general public (reviewed in 
Serano, 2010, 2020b). Furthermore, anti-transgender activ-
ists have increasingly latched onto autogynephilia theory’s 
monolithic portrayal of trans women as “sexually deviant” 
and “paraphilic” “men” (ideas reinforced throughout Bai-
ley and Hsu’s article) in an attempt to roll back transgender 
healthcare and rights (Serano, 2020a, 2021). Let’s be clear: 
Transgender people are the stigmatized sexual minority here, 
so blaming them for stigmatizing autogynephilia appears to 
be blaming the victim. To portray transgender people’s legiti-
mate scientific concerns about theory, and their fears about 
how it is being wielded in social and political settings, as 
“stigmatizing” is entirely misplaced.

Finally, Blanchard’s autogynephilia theory was based on 
research he conducted in a single Canadian gender identity 
clinic during the 1980s, and he drew heavily from past studies 
and ideas that most contemporary researchers would describe 
as rudimentary or outdated today. Numerous independent 
groups have since tested Blanchard’s claims using slightly 
different protocols and subjects, which have yielded differ-
ent results and pointed toward different conclusions (Moser, 

2009; Nuttbrock et al., 2011a, 2011b; Veale, 2014; Veale 
et al., 2008). Bailey and Hsu’s (2022) article follows a long 
line of pro-autogynephilia interventions (see e.g., Lawrence, 
2010a, 2010b, 2014; Lawrence & Bailey, 2009) that chastised 
these more recent studies for not doing things precisely the 
way that Blanchard did when he conducted his original stud-
ies back in the 1980s. This is simply not how science is sup-
posed to work. The point of research is to better understand 
the world around us, not to perfectly duplicate the results and 
interpretations of one psychologist working over 30 years 
ago. If multiple independent research groups obtain different 
findings and/or reach different conclusions, perhaps the prob-
lem does not reside with their studies or analyses, but rather 
with the thirty-plus-year-old theory that they were testing. 
We believe that it is time for proponents of autogynephilia 
theory to move on, and for the rest of us to embrace a more 
inclusive, accurate, and affirming understanding of human 
sexuality.
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