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Sexism takes multiple forms and is expressed in 
a variety of  ways (for an overview, see Barreto & 
Ellemers, 2013). One important distinction that 
has motivated 20 years of  research is between 
benevolent and hostile sexism (Glick & Fiske, 
1996, 2001). Past research in this area has 
focused on identifying the structure of  sexist 
beliefs and the implications of  the endorsement 
of  these beliefs for social interactions, legitimi-
sation of  gender inequality, and women’s perfor-
mance (e.g., Barreto & Ellemers, 2005a; Barreto, 
Ellemers, Piebinga, & Moya, 2010; Dardenne, 

Dumont, & Bollier, 2007; Ellemers & Barreto, 
2009; Moya, Glick, Expósito, de Lemus, & Hart, 
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Abstract
Ambivalent sexism theory (Glick & Fiske, 1996) distinguishes between two interrelated forms of 
sexism: Hostile and benevolent. Although this theory motivated a large body of work examining how 
endorsement of these views impacts on social interactions and women’s performance, no research has 
yet examined what these forms of sexism are seen to communicate about men and women. We report 
three studies examining the image that benevolent and hostile sexist messages are seen to describe 
(Studies 1 and 2) and prescribe for men and women (Study 3). Results show that both benevolent and 
hostile sexism were seen to convey that women are and should be less competent than men. Additionally, 
benevolent sexism was seen as describing and prescribing women to be warmer than did hostile 
sexism. Across all studies men and women agreed about what the messages communicate about men 
and women. We discuss the implications of these results for the understanding of how stereotypical 
beliefs are perpetuated.
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2007; Rudman & Heppen, 2003; Zaikman & 
Marks, 2014). Extending existing insights on 
these forms of  sexism, our current focus is on 
examining how these are interpreted. That is, we 
aim to assess what benevolent and hostile sex-
ism communicate about how men and women 
are likely to be, as well as what they should be. 
Understanding how these beliefs are inter-
preted, and specifically what they are seen to 
communicate about how men and women are 
and should be, provides important insights that 
further our understanding of  how gender ste-
reotypes are perpetuated. Indeed, the perpetu-
ation of  gender stereotypes and prejudices 
stems in part from what they are seen to com-
municate, and the extent to which this is recog-
nised as problematic.

Benevolent and Hostile Sexism
Ambivalent sexism theory (Glick & Fiske, 1996) 
proposes that benevolent and hostile sexism 
both derive from the same ideal of  women as 
primary caretakers. They express this ideal, how-
ever, in different ways. Benevolent sexism is pos-
itive in tone and generally consists of  the 
exaltation of  women who conform to traditional 
gender roles (e.g., mothers; e.g., Glick, Diebold, 
Bailey-Werner, & Zhu, 1997). By contrast, hos-
tile sexism has a negative tone and consists of  
antagonism towards women who challenge the 
status quo by behaving in nontraditional ways 
(e.g., career women). While, across nations and 
cultures, hostile sexism consistently emerges as 
unidimensional, benevolent sexism comprises 
three components: Heterosexual intimacy, com-
plementary gender differentiation, and protec-
tive paternalism (Glick et al., 2000). Heterosexual 
intimacy consists of  the view of  women as nec-
essary romantic partners for men, whilst comple-
mentary gender differentiation emphasises the 
belief  that women have unique desirable traits, 
such as purity and enhanced moral sensibility. In 
turn, protective paternalism consists of  the 
belief  that, as superior and more powerful 
beings, men have the responsibility to provide 
for and to protect women.

Despite their different tones, both benevolent 
and hostile sexism have clear negative conse-
quences for women. For example, the more indi-
viduals endorse either form of  sexism, the more 
they endorse other sexist beliefs (Glick & Fiske, 
1996, 2001; Masser & Abrams, 1999). In addition, 
both types of  sexist views have been associated 
with sexual harassment (Fiske & Glick, 1995; 
Pryor, Giedd, & Williams, 1995), blaming of  rape 
victims (Viki & Abrams, 2002), and blaming sur-
vivors of  domestic violence (Glick, Sakalli-
Ugurlu, Ferreira, & Souza, 2002).

Overall, ambivalent sexism theory proposes 
that both benevolent and hostile sexism beliefs 
help maintain gender roles (Glick & Fiske, 1996, 
2001). This happens through a system of  rewards 
and punishments, specifically, through positive 
attitudes and behaviours towards women who 
comply with traditional gender stereotypes 
(benevolent sexism) and negative attitudes and 
behaviours towards women who do not (hostile 
sexism). In this paper we expand this view by 
arguing that individuals who endorse benevolent 
and hostile sexist beliefs contribute to the mainte-
nance of  gender stereotypes because when voic-
ing these beliefs they directly communicate 
expectations and prescriptions about men and 
women that are in line with those stereotypes. 
That is, gender stereotypes are communicated 
and reinforced when sexist beliefs are expressed.

What do Benevolent and Hostile 
Sexism Communicate?
Although ambivalent sexism theory provides a 
framework for understanding how sexist beliefs 
emerge from gender roles and gender stereo-
types (for a recent review, see Glick & Fiske, 
2011), it does not theorise what sexist beliefs 
communicate. We address this gap by investigat-
ing how hostile and benevolent sexism are inter-
preted—specifically, what they are seen to 
communicate about men’s and women’s compe-
tence and warmth.

Although ambivalent sexism theory does not 
make assertions about how individuals might 
interpret the expression of  hostile or benevolent 
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sexism, research in this area does provide evi-
dence relevant to our current analysis. First, men 
and women tend to be more accepting of  benevo-
lent sexism than of  hostile sexism, finding benev-
olent statements less sexist, more flattering of  
women, and more justified (Barreto & Ellemers, 
2005b; Bohner, Ahlborn, & Steiner, 2010; Jost & 
Kay, 2005; Kilianski & Rudman, 1998; Moya et al., 
2007; Swim, Mallett, Russo-Devosa, & Stangor, 
2005). Additionally, people express less displeas-
ure when they encounter benevolent than hostile 
sexism (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005a; Becker & 
Wright, 2011). In line with ambivalent sexism the-
ory’s proposition that benevolent sexism has a 
more positive tone, this suggests that men and 
women detect some differences between these 
two forms of  sexism, perceiving benevolent sex-
ism more positively than hostile sexism.

However, precisely what images of  men and 
women these types of  sexism communicate is 
still unclear. In line with the centrality of  warmth 
and competence both within ambivalent sexism 
theory (Glick & Fiske, 1996) and the stereotype 
content model (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002; 
for a review, see Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008), we 
examine this issue by investigating what benevo-
lent and hostile sexism are seen to communicate 
regarding how warm and how competent men 
and women are or should be. With regard to 
warmth, we propose that benevolent sexism is 
perceived to communicate a view of  women as 
particularly warm, both relative to men and rela-
tive to how hostile sexism depicts women, which 
might explain why benevolent sexism is typically 
accepted. Indeed, benevolent sexism primarily 
describes traditional women as warm and caring, 
whereas hostile sexism expresses hostility towards 
nontraditional women, who are characterised as 
aggressive or overly assertive (Glick et al., 1997). 
Further support for this argument can be found 
by having a close inspection to the specific items 
of  the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick 
& Fiske, 1996). For example, benevolent sexism 
items tap directly into the notion that women are 
warmer relative to men (e.g., “Women, compared 
to men, tend to have a superior moral sensibil-
ity”). In contrast, hostile sexism items may 

suggest that women can be cold (e.g., “Women 
are too easily offended”) or deceiving and manip-
ulative (e.g., “Once a woman gets a man to com-
mit to her, she usually tries to put him on a tight 
leash”). As such, these two forms of  sexism are 
likely to be seen to communicate drastically dif-
ferent views of  women along the warmth dimen-
sion, with benevolent sexism portraying women 
as warmer than men (Hypothesis 1) and also por-
traying women as warmer than hostile sexism 
does (Hypothesis 2).

Whilst we expected both forms of  sexism to 
communicate different views about men’s and 
women’s warmth, we expected benevolent and 
hostile sexism to portray women as similarly 
incompetent, relative to men. Although benevo-
lent sexist messages stress women’s morality and 
sociability, and do not make direct statements 
about competence, research shows that when 
communicators omit information on a particular 
dimension (warmth or competence), perceivers 
infer that targets lack the omitted characteristic 
(Kervyn, Bergsieker, & Fiske, 2012). It is thus 
likely that benevolent sexist messages are seen to 
portray women as incompetent. At the same 
time, hostile sexist messages describe women as 
undeserving of  the same social status as men and 
competence is a central status defining dimension 
(Fiske et al., 2002). As in our previous hypothesis, 
an inspection of  the items in the Ambivalent 
Sexism Inventory provides further support to our 
argument. Specifically, the benevolent sexism 
items suggest that women need men’s protection 
and provision (e.g., “Women should be cherished 
and protected by men”), which implies that 
women cannot take care of  themselves indepen-
dently and are less competent relative to men. 
This notion is also suggested by some hostile sex-
ism items (e.g., “Women exaggerate problems 
they have at work”), conveying the idea that 
women are less able and competent.1 It is thus 
possible that both types of  sexism are seen to 
communicate a view of  women as relatively 
incompetent, compared to men (Hypothesis 3).

These hypotheses focus on what sexism might 
be seen to communicate about how women are 
(descriptive stereotypes). However, gender 
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stereotypes and prejudicial beliefs carry both 
descriptive and prescriptive information (e.g., 
Rudman & Glick, 2008), but predicting what sex-
ism communicates about how women should be 
(prescriptive stereotypes) is not as straightfor-
ward. On the one hand, whilst benevolent sexism 
is based on the underlying ideal of  women as 
warm and caring, both benevolent and hostile 
sexism involve the idea that women are not par-
ticularly competent. However, it is unclear 
whether both clearly communicate that this is 
how women should be. In particular, by express-
ing a view of  women as oversensitive and sub-
missive, hostile sexism might succeed in 
transmitting the idea that women should be warm, 
but this may be better achieved by benevolent 
sexism that does so more directly. As such, we 
expected that benevolent sexism (because it 
expresses warmth specifically and does so more 
directly) should convey the view that women 
should be warmer than men (Hypothesis 4). The 
view that women should be warm should also be 
communicated more strongly by benevolent sex-
ism than by hostile sexism (Hypothesis 5). 
Consistent with the overall sexist idea that women 
are less able than men, we also expected both 
forms of  sexism to communicate that women 
should be less competent than men (Hypothesis 6).

Finally, because benevolent and hostile sexism 
are primarily targeted at women, research has 
typically devoted more attention to them. 
However, little is known about how (and whether) 
men are portrayed by benevolent and hostile sex-
ism messages. Thus, given the dearth of  research 
on what sexism towards women implies for men, 
we did not raise any specific predictions regarding 
what these forms of  sexism might be seen to 
communicate about men.

The Present Research
We tested these predictions across three experi-
mental studies. Specifically, male and female par-
ticipants read a text composed either out of  
benevolent sexist statements or out of  hostile 
sexist statements. Subsequently, participants 
described what impressions these texts 

communicate about men and women along a list 
of  traits diagnostic of  warmth and competence, 
akin to those commonly used in the literature 
(e.g., Fiske et al., 2002). Hypotheses 1 to 3 
(descriptive stereotypes) were tested in Studies 1 
and 2. Study 3 focused on perceptions of  what 
these different types of  sexism communicate 
about how women should be (prescriptive stereo-
types; Hypotheses 4 to 6). Since this research 
focuses on what views of  men and women par-
ticipants perceive to be communicated by specific 
sexist messages, rather than assessing their own 
views about men and women, we did not expect 
participants’ gender to affect their responses.

Study 1
In this study we tested our hypotheses with a broad 
sample of  participants from the general public. 
Participants read a set of  statements reflecting 
either benevolent or hostile sexism, and subse-
quently indicated what these statements communi-
cated about men and women across a range of  
traits diagnostic of  warmth and competence.

Method
Design and participants. The study followed a 2 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism) x 2 (participant gender: men vs. women) x 
2 (target gender: male vs. female) x 2 (dimension: 
warmth vs. competence) mixed factorial ANOVA 
where sexism condition and participant gender 
were between-participants factors, and target gen-
der and dimension had repeated measures. A con-
venience sample comprising a total of 93 
participants (50 males and 43 females) living in a 
large urban area in Portugal took part in the study. 
Their age ranged from 16 to 64 years (M = 29.04, 
SD = 10.23). Although we did not register their 
occupation or marital status, participants held a 
wide range of work and relational experiences.

Procedure. This was an online study for which 
participants were recruited using a snowball 
sampling technique. The study was introduced 
as an investigation into gender relations in 
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today’s society. Participants were asked to read 
an initial text containing our manipulations. This 
brief  text consisted of  items from the Ambiva-
lent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 
1996). Participants read items either from the 
Benevolent Sexism subscale or from the Hostile 
Sexism subscale. Items were selected to repre-
sent each of  the components of  benevolent and 
hostile sexism. Before reading the specific 
benevolent or hostile sexism messages, all par-
ticipants read: “The following text communi-
cates something about men and women. We 
would like to ask you to read the text carefully 
and answer the questions below.” In the benevo-
lent sexism condition, participants read:

Many people believe that no matter how 
accomplished he is, a man is not truly complete 
as a person unless he has the love of  a woman. 
Every man ought to have a woman whom he 
adores. On the other hand, women should be 
cherished and protected by men. A good 
woman should be set on a pedestal by her 
man. This is true because many women have a 
quality of  purity that few men possess. 
Moreover, women, compared to men, tend to 
have a superior moral sensibility.

In the hostile sexism condition, they read:

Many people believe that women are too easily 
offended. Most women interpret innocent 
remarks or acts as being sexist. On the other 
hand, most women fail to appreciate fully all 
that men do for them. Women exaggerate 
problems they have at work and when they 
lose to men in a fair competition, they typically 
complain about being discriminated against. It 
is also true that women seek to gain power by 
getting control over men.2

Participants were randomly allocated to one of  
the two conditions.

Dependent measures. After reading the text, partici-
pants were asked to think about the image that is 
conveyed regarding how men and women are 

(i.e., descriptive stereotypes). They were pre-
sented with the following instructions:

Please think carefully about the image of  
women [men] that is communicated by the 
text you have just read. You can turn the page 
and read again in case you need. Now please 
indicate what these messages communicate 
about what women [men] are. Remember that 
in this task we are not asking about your 
opinion about women [men], we are instead 
interested in knowing the extent to which the 
text communicates what women [men] are.

Bold was used intentionally for emphasis. 
Participants then indicated, on a range of  attrib-
utes, to what extent the message communicates 
an image of  men and women as warm (honest, 
sincere, trustworthy, moral, friendly, nice, affec-
tionate, and sociable) and as competent (compe-
tent, capable, efficient, and intelligent).3,4 Each 
participant rated men and women separately on 
these attributes using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 
7 = completely). Thus, in our analysis we differenti-
ate between participant gender and target gender 
(i.e., the gender being rated on the different 
attributes). The order in which participants made 
ratings for men or for women was counterbal-
anced. These attributes formed reliable measures 
of  warmth and competence of  men (αwarmth = 
.84, αcompetence = .91) and women (αwarmth = .91, 
αcompetence = .93).

Results
We started by conducting a 2 (sexism condition: 
benevolent sexism vs. hostile sexism) x 2 (par-
ticipant gender: male vs. female) x 2 (target gen-
der: male vs. female) x 2 (dimension: warmth 
vs. competence) mixed factorial ANOVA where 
the first two factors were between-participants 
and the last two were within-participant factors. 
The order in which participants made ratings 
for men and women did not have any reliable 
effects on the dependent variables. Therefore, 
for simplicity, analyses reported here collapse 
across order.
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Results revealed a main effect of  dimension 
which was qualified by a reliable two-way interac-
tion between dimension and target’s gender,  
F(1, 88) = 6.21, p = .014, ηp

2 = .034. T tests 
revealed that the texts were seen to convey  
an image of  men as more competent (M = 5.00; 
SD = 1.07) than warm (M = 4.61; SD = 0.88), 
t(88) = 5.50, p = .020, ηp

2 = .015. There were no 
other reliable effects with this interaction, ts(88) 
< 2.89 and ps > .089. Furthermore, the analysis 
showed a three-way interaction between dimen-
sion, type of  sexism, and target gender, F(1, 88) = 
6.25, p = .013, ηp

2 = .034. There were no other 
reliable effects, Fs < 3.85, ps > .050. Importantly, 
no effects involving participant’s gender were 
revealed, suggesting that men and women agreed 
about what the different forms of  sexism com-
municate about men and women. We decom-
posed this complex interaction by examining 
lower order effects per dimension.

What do the messages communicate about warmth? A 2 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism) x 2 (participant gender: male vs. female) x 
2 (target gender: male vs. female) mixed factorial 
ANOVA with sexism condition and participant 
gender as between-participants factors and with 
repeated measures on target gender was con-
ducted on ratings of  warmth. Results revealed a 
significant two-way interaction of  target’s gender 
and type of  sexism, F(1, 89) = 8.84, p = .004, ηp

2 
= .090 (see Table 1). There were no other reliable 
effects, Fs < 0.07, ps > .796. Consistent with 
Hypothesis 1, the benevolent sexist text was seen 
to communicate the view that women are warmer 
(M = 5.41; SD = 0.13) than men (M = 4.75; SD = 
0.13), t(89) = 12.22, p = .001, ηp

2 = .065. We 

predicted increased perceptions of  warmth to be 
unique for benevolent sexism. In line with this 
prediction, hostile sexist statements did not 
enhance perceptions of  women as warm. In fact, 
although only marginally, the hostile sexism con-
dition was seen to communicate the view that 
women are less warm (M = 4.08; SD = 0.13) than 
men (M = 4.42; SD = 0.13), t(89) = 3.01, p = .085, 
ηp

2 = .017. Although this pattern was not pre-
dicted, it is consistent with the notion that hostile 
sexism specifically addresses women who give pri-
ority to professional competence over other life 
domains, making them seem relatively cold. Also, 
in line with Hypothesis 2, t tests showed that the 
benevolent sexist text was seen to communicate a 
view of  women as warmer (M = 5.41; SD = 0.13) 
than the hostile sexist text (M = 4.08; SD = 0.13), 
t(89) = 47.76, p < .001, ηp

2 = .212. There were no 
differences in what both texts communicated 
about men, t(89) = 2.84, p = .129, ηp

2 = .016.

What do the messages communicate about competence? A 
2 (sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism) x 2 (participant gender: male vs. female) x 
2 (target gender: male vs. female) mixed factorial 
ANOVA with sexism condition and participant 
gender as between-participants factors and with 
repeated measures on target gender was con-
ducted on ratings of  competence. Results 
revealed no reliable effects, Fs < 3.61, ps > .060, 
suggesting that all messages were seen to com-
municate similar levels of  competence for men 
and for women. This is not what we anticipated 
according to the reasoning underlying Hypothe-
sis 3. One possibility was that this study was 
somewhat underpowered. To clarify this finding, 
further evidence was sought in Study 2 with a 

Table 1. Study 1: What do the messages communicate about men’s and women’s warmth and competence?

Sexism Warmth Competence

Views about women Views about men Views about women Views about men

BS 5.41 (0.13)b 4.75 (0.13)a 5.23 (0.15) 5.17 (0.15)
HS 4.08 (0.13)a* 4.42 (0.13)a* 4.44 (0.16) 4.78 (0.16)

Note. BS = benevolent sexism; HS = hostile sexism. Means with different superscripts differ significantly at p < .050. Super-
scripts with asterisk indicate that means differ at p = .085.
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larger sample and by performing a meta-analysis 
of  this effect across all our studies (see Study 3’s 
discussion where we provide a meta-analysis that 
supports the expected effect).

Discussion
In the aforementioned analyses our analytical 
approach was twofold. We examined differences 
between what the sexist messages communicate 
about men or women, as well as differences on 
what a specific message communicates about 
women comparing to men. This strategy proved 
to be important given that it allows to clarify 
some of  the null effects predicted and observed 
in our data. As such, our analyses showed that 
benevolent sexism communicates a view of  
women as warmer than men, whereas this was 
not the case for hostile sexism, which actually 
communicated a view of  women as (marginally) 
less warm than men (Hypothesis 1). Also, benev-
olent sexism was seen to communicate a view of  
women as warmer than hostile sexism (Hypothesis 
2). This is consistent with the reasoning underly-
ing ambivalent sexism theory (Glick & Fiske, 
1996), namely that benevolent sexism idealises 
women as warm and hostile sexism punishes 
women who deviate from this ideal.

This study did not support Hypothesis 3, 
namely that both forms of  sexism would be 
seen to convey that women are less competent 
than men. Nevertheless, consistent with our 
general line of  reasoning, it was found that 
across the board participants perceived the sex-
ist messages to communicate a view of  men as 
more competent than warm, while this was not 
the case for women. This finding provides some 
indirect support to Hypothesis 3 by revealing 
that competence is perceived as typical for men 
and not for women.

Overall, Study 1 suggests that both types of  
sexism convey the view that men are competent, 
but they differ on whether they portray women as 
warm (benevolent sexism) or cold (hostile sex-
ism). To our knowledge, this study is the first to 
provide direct empirical evidence for these ideas. 
Finally, the different texts were not seen to differ 

in the views they communicate about men. It is 
important to note that, as predicted, male and 
female participants agreed about what the differ-
ent forms of  sexism communicated.

Study 2
Study 2 aimed to replicate Study 1’s findings and 
to compare these with the simultaneous expres-
sion of  benevolent and hostile sexism (ambiva-
lent sexism). The ambivalent sexism condition 
was included so we could compare whether the 
combination of  benevolent and hostile forms of  
sexism—commonly found among men and 
women—communicates aspects of  both types of  
sexism, or is dominated by one or the other. This 
is particularly important because (a) benevolent 
sexism’s subjectively positive message might be 
dominated by hostile sexism’s antagonistic and 
more direct messages, and because (b) an ambiva-
lent sexism condition perhaps resembles more 
what people find in their everyday lives as both 
benevolent and hostile sexism tend to work in 
tandem (Glick & Fiske, 1996).

Study 1’s hypotheses were maintained, such 
that benevolent (but not hostile) sexism was 
expected to convey the view that women are 
warmer than men (Hypothesis 1); compared to 
hostile sexism, benevolent sexism was expected to 
convey the belief  that women are warmer 
(Hypothesis 2); and both benevolent and hostile 
sexism were expected to communicate the belief  
that women are less competent than men 
(Hypothesis 3).We did not expect participants’ 
gender to have an effect on their responses.

Method
Design and participants. The study followed a 3 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant 
gender: male vs. female) x 2 (target gender:  
male vs. female) x 2 (dimension: warmth vs. com-
petence) mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism 
condition and participant gender as between-
participants factors and repeated measures on 
the last two factors. A total of 137 university 
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students (62 males and 75 females) took part in 
the study. Their age ranged from 18 to 54 years 
(M = 26.78, SD = 8.66).

Procedure. Participants were recruited on and 
around the campus of  a large university in Portu-
gal and were asked to fill in a paper and pencil 
questionnaire about gender relations in today’s 
society. We followed the same procedure as in 
Study 1 and randomly allocated participants to 
read items from ASI’s Benevolent Sexism sub-
scale, the Hostile Sexism subscale, or both 
(ambivalent sexism). All the instructions and the 
texts for the benevolent and hostile sexism conditions 
were those previously used in Study 1. For the 
ambivalent sexism condition we combined state-
ments from both benevolent and hostile sexism 
conditions. The length of  the text was kept the 
same as in the other conditions. Participants read:

Many people believe that no matter how 
accomplished he is, a man is not truly complete 
as a person unless he has the love of  a woman. 
On the other hand, women should be 
cherished and protected by men. This is true 
because many women have a quality of  purity 
that few men possess. However, women 
exaggerate problems they have at work and 
when they lose to men in a fair competition, 
they typically complain about being 
discriminated against. Women are too easily 
offended.

Dependent measures. Participants indicated to what 
extent each text communicated a view of  men 
and women as warm and competent on the same 
attributes used in Study 1. These measures were 
reliable for male (αwarmth = .92, αcompetence = .94) 
and female targets (αwarmth = .95, αcompetence = .94).

Results
We first conducted a 3 (sexism condition: benev-
olent sexism vs. hostile sexism vs. ambivalent sex-
ism) x 2 (participant gender: male vs. female) x 2 
(target gender: male vs. female) x 2 (dimension: 
warmth vs. competence) mixed factorial ANOVA 

with sexism condition and participant gender as 
between-participants factors and with repeated 
measures on the last two factors. We did not find 
any order effects and, again, for simplicity of  
presentation, collapsed across this variable in fur-
ther analyses. Also, as in Study 1, there were no 
effects of  participant gender.

The analyses revealed a main effect of  dimen-
sion which was qualified by a two-way interaction 
between dimension and target gender, F(1, 131) 
= 37.25, p < .001, ηp

2 = .124. Participants per-
ceived all messages to describe men as more com-
petent (M = 5.35, SD = 0.10) than women  
(M = 4.53, SD = 0.10), t(131) = 59.20, p < .001, 
ηp

2 = .057. In addition, participants saw all mes-
sages as describing that men are more competent 
(M = 5.35, SD = 0.10) than warm (M = 4.60,  
SD = 0.10), t(131) = 43.85, p < .001, ηp

2 = .042. 
The analysis also revealed a three-way interaction 
between dimension, target gender, and type of  
sexism, F(2, 131) = 11.14, p < .001, ηp

2 = .078. 
No other effects were reliable, all Fs < 2.39 and 
ps > .123. As in Study 1, we decomposed the 
three-way interaction by dimension.

What does sexism communicate about warmth? A 3 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant 
gender: male vs. female) x 2 (target gender: male 
vs. female) mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism 
condition and participant gender as between-par-
ticipants factors, and with repeated measures on 
target gender was conducted on ratings of  
warmth. This analysis revealed only a reliable 
interaction between target gender and type of  
sexism, F(2, 131) = 21.85, p < .001, ηp

2 = .250 
(see Table 2). There were no other reliable effects, 
Fs < 0.09, ps > .777.

We further examined this effect with tests for 
the specific hypothesised contrasts. Consistent 
with Hypothesis 1, t tests indicated that the 
benevolent sexist text was seen to communicate a 
view of  women as warmer (M = 5.74; SD = 0.18) 
than men (M = 4.49; SD = 0.17), t(131) = 26.02, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = .090; whereas the hostile sexist 
text was seen to communicate a view of  women 
as less warm (M = 3.63; SD = 0.17) than men  
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(M = 4.71; SD = 0.16), t(131) = 22.08, p < .001, 
ηp

2 = .078. There were no differences between 
what the ambivalent sexist text communicates 
about men and women’s warmth, t(131) = 0.07,  
p = .799, ηp

2 < .001. Moreover, and in line with 
Hypothesis 2, the benevolent sexist text was seen 
to communicate a view of  women as warmer 
than the hostile sexism text, t(131) = 79.07,  
p < .001, ηp

2 = .232. Ratings in the ambivalent 
sexism condition were in between the other sex-
ism conditions, that is, ambivalent sexism com-
municated a view of  women as less warm than 
the benevolent sexist text, t(131) = 25.71,  
p < .001, ηp

2 = .089; but warmer than the hostile 
sexist text, t(131) = 17.05, p < .001, ηp

2 = .061. 
Ratings of  what the texts communicated about 
men’s warmth were relatively low across the 
board and did not differ across conditions, all 
ts(131) < 0.85 and ps > .361.

What does sexism communicate about competence? A 3 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile sex-
ism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant gender: 
male vs. female) x 2 (target gender: male vs. female) 
mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism condition and 
participant gender as between-participants factors, 
and with repeated measures on target gender was 
conducted on ratings of  competence. Consistent 
with Hypothesis 3, results revealed a significant main 
effect of  target gender, suggesting that all messages 
were seen to communicate a view of  men as more 
competent (M = 5.35; SD = 0.10) than women  
(M = 4.53; SD = 0.12), F(1, 131) = 28.91, p < .001, 
ηp

2 = .181. There were no other reliable effects,  
Fs < 2.00, ps > .139.

Discussion
Overall, Study 2’s findings replicate and extend 
Study 1’s results. Consistent with our previous 
findings, benevolent sexism was seen to commu-
nicate a view of  women as warmer than men, 
whereas this was reversed in the hostile sexism 
message, which was seen to communicate a view 
of  women as less warm than men (Hypothesis 1). 
Also, benevolent sexism was seen to communi-
cate a view of  women as warmer than hostile sex-
ism (Hypothesis 2). Taken together, results 
supported Hypothesis 3 in showing that all sexist 
messages communicate a view of  women as less 
competent than men.

This study extended our previous results by 
showing that ambivalent sexism, rather than 
being dominated by either hostile or benevolent 
sexist views, appeared to portray an image of  
women which lies in between the other condi-
tions. That is, ambivalent sexism was seen to 
communicate a view of  women as less warm than 
benevolent sexism, but warmer than hostile sex-
ism. In another way, while benevolent sexism 
(and to a lesser extent ambivalent sexism) was 
seen to communicate a view of  women as warm 
but incompetent (relative to men), hostile sexism 
was seen to communicate a view of  women as 
both relatively incompetent and cold. That is, 
ambivalent sexism projected an image of  women 
that is neither dominated by benevolent nor by 
hostile sexism, but instead consisted of  a tem-
pered version of  the two. Again, male and female 
participants agreed about what the different 
forms of  sexism communicate, and views about 
men did not depend on type of  sexism.

Table 2. Study 2: What do the different types of sexism communicate about how warm and competent men 
and women are?.

Sexism Warmth Competence

Views about women Views about men Views about women Views about men

BS 5.74 (0.18)c 4.49 (0.17)b 5.02 (0.22) 5.57 (0.18)
HS 3.63 (0.17)a 4.71 (0.16)b 4.05 (0.20) 5.30 (0.16)
AS 4.56 (0.16)b 4.61 (0.15)b 4.53 (0.20) 5.20 (0.16)

Note. BS = benevolent sexism; HS = hostile sexism; AS = ambivalent sexism. Means with different superscripts differ signifi-
cantly at p < .050.
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Study 3
In this study we maintained the design and meas-
ures of  our previous studies. However, while in 
our previous studies participants indicated what 
the texts communicate about men and women at 
a descriptive level, in Study 3 participants indicated 
what they thought the text communicates in 
terms of  prescriptive implications for men and 
women (i.e., what they should be like). In this 
study, we tested whether our previous findings 
would also hold when examining what the differ-
ent forms of  sexism communicate about what 
men and women should be. In particular, we exam-
ined whether hostile sexism succeeds in transmit-
ting the view that women should be warm, or 
whether this is better achieved by benevolent sex-
ism, which does so more directly. As such, in this 
study, we predicted that benevolent sexism 
(because it expresses warmth more directly) 
would convey the view that women should be 
warmer than men (Hypothesis 4). The view that 
women should be warm should be communicated 
more strongly by benevolent sexism than hostile 
sexism (Hypothesis 5). Finally, it would appear 
relatively safe to expect that both hostile and 
benevolent sexism would communicate the belief  
that women should be less competent than men 
(Hypothesis 6).

As in Study 2, Study 3 also included an ambiv-
alent sexism condition to examine what ambiva-
lent sexism is seen to prescribe for men and 
women with regard to warmth and competence. 
Given the dearth of  research in this area, we did 
not have specific predictions for the patterns to 
be expected in the ambivalent sexism condition. 
We anticipated that the different forms of  sexism 
would not have an effect on their prescriptions 
for men. Again, we did not anticipate differences 
between men’s and women’s responses.

Method
Design and participants. The study followed a 3 (sex-
ism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile sex-
ism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant gender: 
men vs. women) x 2 (target gender: male vs. 

female) x 2 (dimension: warmth vs. competence) 
mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism condition 
and participant gender as between-participants fac-
tors, and with repeated measures on the last two 
factors. A total of 111 university students (43 
males and 68 females) from a large university in 
Portugal took part in the study. Their age ranged 
from 18 to 55 years (M = 24.93; SD = 7.01).

Procedure. This study followed the same proce-
dure as Studies 1 and 2, except for the way in 
which the dependent variables were presented 
(see following lines). Participants were university 
students who had not been recruited to any of  
our previous studies and were invited to fill in a 
paper and pencil questionnaire. They were ran-
domly allocated to one of  the experimental 
conditions.

Dependent measures. After reading the text and tak-
ing a moment to think about it, participants indi-
cated the extent to which they thought that the 
text communicates that men and women should be 
warm and competent on the same items used in 
our previous studies. This procedure is identical 
to that of  Gill (2004) who asked participants to 
rate in a number of  traits “what ideal women 
should be like” with the goal of  capturing the 
prescriptive content of  stereotypes. This idea is 
also supported by other research focusing on 
how children interpret gender stereotype-related 
questions. Specifically, this work has shown that 
just changing a “who is” type of  question to a 
“who should” question is enough to elicit com-
pletely different responses (for a meta-analysis of  
these studies, see Signorella, Bigler, & Liben, 
1993). Taken together, these findings show that 
individuals are sensitive to what might seem like a 
subtle change in wording, but in fact asking what 
the messages communicate about what men or 
women “are” should be understood differently 
from what men or women “should be.”

As such, we provided the following informa-
tion to all participants:

Please think carefully about the image of  
women [men] that is communicated by the 
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text you have just read. You can turn the page 
and read again in case you need. Now please 
indicate what these messages communicate 
about what ideal women [men] should be like. 
Remember that in this task we are not asking 
about your opinion about women [men], but 
we are instead interested in knowing the extent 
to which the text communicates what women 
[men] should be like:

Bold was used intentionally for emphasis. This 
text was followed by the same list of  traits used in 
Studies 1 and 2.

Again, the order in which participants made 
ratings of  men and women was counterbalanced. 
These attributes formed reliable measures of  
warmth and competence for male (αwarmth = .89, 
αcompetence = .95) and female targets (αwarmth = .94, 
αcompetence = .94).

Results
The analysis followed the same analytical proce-
dure as Studies 1 and 2 and started with a 3 (sex-
ism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant 
gender: male vs. female) x 2 (target gender: male 
vs. female) x 2 (dimension: warmth vs. compe-
tence) mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism con-
dition and participant gender as 
between-participants factors, and with repeated 
measures on the last two factors. Again, there 
were no order effects and thus this variable was 
not included in the following analyses.

Results showed a marginally significant main 
effect of  dimension which was qualified by a  
significant two-way interaction between dimen-
sion and target gender, F(1, 105) = 35.13, p < .001, 
ηp

2 = .143. In line with the idealised views of  
women that underlie benevolent, hostile, and 
ambivalent sexism, all texts were seen as convey-
ing that men should be more competent (M = 5.48, 
SD = 0.10) than women (M = 4.64, SD = 0.10), 
t(105) = 27.75, p < .001, ηp

2 = .059; that men 
should be more competent than warm (M = 4.84, 
SD = 0.10), t(105) = 17.37, p < .001, ηp

2 = .038; 
and that women should be more warm (M = 4.96, 

SD = 0.10) than competent (M = 4.64,  
SD = 0.10), t(105) = 5.34, p = .029, ηp

2 = .011.
There were no other reliable effects,  

Fs < 0.29, ps > .590, apart from a three-way inter-
action between dimension, target gender, and 
type of  sexism, F(2, 105) = 7.34, p = .001, ηp

2 = 
.065. Consistent with our previous studies, par-
ticipants from both sexes agreed about what the 
different types of  sexism communicate about 
how men and women should be. We decomposed 
the three-way interaction by dimension.

What does sexism communicate about warmth? A 3 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant 
gender: male vs. female) x 2 (target gender: male 
vs. female) mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism 
condition and participant gender as between- 
participants factors, and with repeated measures 
on target gender was conducted on ratings of  
warmth. This analysis revealed a reliable two-way 
interaction between target gender and type of  
sexism, F(2, 105) = 11.89, p < .001, ηp

2 = .184 
(see Table 3). There were no other reliable effects, 
Fs < 0.38, ps > .366. T tests showed that, in line 
with Hypothesis 4, the benevolent sexist text was 
seen to communicate the view that women should 
be warmer (M = 5.92; SD = 0.15) than men  
(M = 5.11; SD = 0.15), t(105) = 15.19, p < .001, 
ηp

2 = .067. Although we expected this to be dif-
ferent (weaker) in the hostile sexism condition, 
we were surprised to find that this was actually 
reversed: That is, the hostile sexist text was seen 
to communicate the view that women should be less 
warm (M = 3.94; SD = 0.17) than men (M = 4.66; 
SD = 0.17), t(105) = 9.00, p = .003, ηp

2 = .041. 
There were no differences in what the ambivalent 
sexist text was seen to communicate about how 
warm men and women should be, t(105) = 1.37,  
p = .243, ηp

2 = .006.
Finally, in line with Hypothesis 5, the benevo-

lent sexism text was seen to communicate the 
view that women should be warmer than the hos-
tile sexist text, t(105) = 77.06, p < .001, ηp

2 = .268. 
Ratings in the ambivalent sexism condition  
were in between the other sexism conditions 
such that the ambivalent sexist text was seen to 
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communicate that women should be less warm 
than the benevolent sexist text, t(105) = 17.29,  
p < .001, ηp

2 = .076, but warmer than the hostile 
sexist text, t(105) = 21.61, p < .001, ηp

2 = .093. By 
contrast, ratings of  what the texts might commu-
nicate about how warm men should be did not 
differ across conditions, all ts(105) < 3.87 and  
ps > .050.

What does sexism communicate about competence? A 3 
(sexism condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile 
sexism vs. ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant 
gender: male vs. female) x 2 (target gender: male 
vs. female) mixed factorial ANOVA with sexism 
condition and participant gender as between- 
participants factors, and with repeated measures 
on target gender was conducted on ratings of  
competence. Results supported Hypothesis 6 and 
again showed a significant main effect of  target 
gender, which was unqualified by type of  sexism. 
That is, participants indicated that all three texts 
communicate the view that men should be more 
competent (M = 5.47; SD = 0.11) than women 
(M = 4.64, SD = 0.12), F(1, 105) = 28.88,  
p < .001, ηp

2 = .216. There were no other reliable 
effects, Fs < 1.25, ps > .292.

Discussion
Parallel to our previous studies on descriptive 
implications of  hostile and benevolent sexist 
views, in this third study male and female partici-
pants agreed on what hostile and benevolent sex-
ism communicate about the way women should 
be. Specifically, we found that exposing 

participants to benevolent sexism communicates 
the view that women should be warmer than men 
(Hypothesis 4). Benevolent sexism also commu-
nicated the view that women should be warm, 
more so than did hostile sexism (Hypothesis 5). 
In fact, surprisingly, hostile sexism seems to com-
municate the opposite, that is, that women should 
be less warm than men. These findings are paral-
lel to those of  Studies 1 and 2, where we exam-
ined what the sexist texts communicate at the 
descriptive level. This is not entirely self-evident 
since describing women as cold is not the same as 
communicating that this is how they should be. 
Male and female participants also agreed that 
benevolent or hostile sexist views communicate 
that women should be less competent than men 
(Hypothesis 6).

Ratings in the ambivalent sexism condition 
were again in between the other two conditions, 
suggesting that the image of  men and women 
communicated by ambivalent sexism is not domi-
nated by either benevolent or hostile sexism but it 
instead consists of  aspects from both benevolent 
and hostile sexism. Again, type of  sexism did not 
affect how women should be in terms of  the 
competence dimension and also did not affect 
how men should be both in terms of  competence 
and warmth. This might be taken to suggest that 
sexist views regard men as the standard against 
which women are evaluated (see also Hegarty & 
Pratto, 2001).

Comparison between Studies 2 and 3. As predicted, 
our three studies revealed that the sexist messages 
communicate identical patterns at both the 

Table 3. Study 3: What do the different types of sexism communicate about how warm and competent men 
and women ought to be?

Sexism Warmth Competence

Views about women Views about men Views about women Views about men

BS 5.92 (0.15)c 5.11 (0.15)b 5.11 (0.18) 5.70 (0.18)
HS 3.94 (0.17)a 4.66 (0.17)b 3.94 (0.17) 5.04 (0.21)
AS 5.02 (0.16)b 4.76 (0.16)b 4.54 (0.20) 5.70 (0.20)

Note. BS = benevolent sexism; HS = hostile sexism; AS = ambivalent sexism. Means with different superscripts differ signifi-
cantly at p < .050.
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descriptive and prescriptive levels. To further test 
this idea, we performed an additional analysis 
merging data from Studies 2 and 3. Note that par-
ticipants in Studies 2 and 3 comprised two inde-
pendent samples recruited from the same 
university and are therefore very comparable. 
Also, both studies had the exact same conditions 
and measures allowing to successfully merge all 
data. Because Study 1 differed in the type of  sam-
ple and also because it did not have the ambiva-
lent sexism condition it was not included in the 
following analysis.

After merging the data we created a new vari-
able specifying whether participants read the 
descriptive (Study 2) or prescriptive instructions 
(Study 3). Merging the two studies resulted in a 2 
(study: descriptive vs. prescriptive) x 3 (sexism 
condition: benevolent sexism vs. hostile sexism vs. 
ambivalent sexism) x 2 (participant gender: male 
vs. female) x 2 (target gender: male vs. female) x 2 
(dimension: warmth vs. competence) mixed facto-
rial ANOVA with the three first factors as 
between-participants factors and with repeated 
measures on the last two factors. The total sample 
comprised 248 participants (105 males and 143 
females; M = 25.86; SD = 7.84). Results showed 
that the three-way interaction previously analysed 
was also reliable in this analysis, F(2, 236) = 15.93, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = .119. However, adding the study 
variable (descriptive vs. prescriptive) to this  
interaction yielded a nonreliable interaction,  
F(2, 236) = 1.29, p = .276, ηp

2 = .011, indicating 
that that there were no differences between what 
the sexist messages communicate at the descrip-
tive and prescriptive levels.

Of  importance, there were some marginal 
interaction effects with the study variable 
(descriptive vs. prescriptive). For example, there 
was a marginal interaction between this variable 
and target gender, and another interaction with 
target gender and type of  sexism, F(1, 236) = 
3.14, p = .078, ηp

2 = .013 and F(2, 236) = 2.39, p 
= .094, ηp

2 = .020. These interactions are not rel-
evant to our hypothesis testing and are therefore 
not further described here. However, these results 
suggest that participants responded differently to 
Studies 2 and 3’s descriptive and prescriptive 

instructions, which is in line with previous 
research with similar manipulations and instruc-
tions (e.g., Gill, 2004; Signorella, Bigler, & Liben, 
1993).

Meta-analysis. To further test the robustness of  
our hypotheses we performed a meta-analysis 
using a random-effects model to assess the aver-
age effect size across studies (Borenstein, Hedges, 
Higgins, & Rothstein, 2005). For each study we 
calculated the effect size associated with each 
hypothesis using Cohen’s d (Cohen, 1990). Given 
that Study 1 did not have an ambivalent sexism 
condition, we only examined the effect sizes of  
the hypothesis concerning the benevolent and 
hostile sexist messages. Moreover, Study 3 indi-
cated that the sexist messages communicate the 
same stereotype content at both the descriptive 
and prescriptive levels so we collapsed across our 
initial six hypotheses to have three main hypoth-
eses addressing together what the messages com-
municate at both the descriptive and prescriptive 
levels. In the meta-analysis, the hypothesis that 
benevolent sexism communicates that women are 
and should be warmer than men (Hypothesis 1) 
yielded an average effect size of  d = 0.56  
(z = 9.49, p < .001, 95% CI [0.1721, 0.9471]). 
Moreover, the hypothesis that, compared to hos-
tile sexism, benevolent sexism communicates that 
women are and should be warm (Hypothesis 2) 
yielded an average effect size of  d = 0.66  
(z = 15.58, p < .001, 95% CI [0.2661, 1.0455]). 
Finally, the hypothesis that both types of  sexism 
communicate that women are and should be less 
competent than men (Hypothesis 3), yielded an 
average effect size of  d = 0.55 (z = 2.05, p = .041, 
95% CI [0.1637, 0.9371]). Overall, the meta-anal-
ysis revealed that the comparisons tested by our 
main hypotheses are all robust and of  moderate 
size.

General Discussion
In the present research we investigated the views 
of  men and women that are communicated by 
benevolent and hostile sexism. We examined 
these views at both the descriptive (Studies 1 and 2) 



172 Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 21(1)

and prescriptive levels (Study 3). Results showed 
that the two forms of  sexism differed in the 
extent to which they were seen to communicate 
warmth. Across the three studies we found that 
benevolent sexism was consistently seen to por-
tray the view that women are (Studies 1 and 2) and 
should be (Study 3) warmer than men in compari-
son to hostile sexism. Participants, however, gen-
erally thought that both benevolent and hostile 
sexism communicate the view that women are 
(Study 2) and should be (Study 3) less competent 
than men. Extending these findings, Studies 2 
and 3 revealed that the views communicated by 
ambivalent sexism were neither dominated by 
benevolent nor by hostile sexism. Importantly, 
male and female participants in our three studies 
agreed on what the different forms of  sexism 
communicate about both sexes.

Whilst previous work has focused mainly on 
examining the further implications of  sexist 
beliefs (e.g., for social relations, women’s perfor-
mance, or interpersonal impression formation), 
in this paper we build on this research by shed-
ding light on what different expressions of  sex-
ism communicate about men and women. 
Importantly, our work shows that, compared to 
hostile sexism, benevolent sexism conveys a par-
ticularly warm image of  women. This might 
contribute to explaining why men and women 
tend to be more accepting of  benevolent than 
of  hostile sexism (e.g., Barreto & Ellemers, 
2005b; Becker & Wright, 2011; Jost & Kay, 2005; 
Moya et al., 2007). This subjective positivity 
might also render benevolent sexism more fre-
quently and uncritically communicated than 
hostile sexism, further contributing to its impor-
tant role in perpetuating gender inequalities. 
Nonetheless, this is not without drawbacks, as it 
communicates that women are lacking in com-
petence and also that they should be less compe-
tent than men. To examine this, future research 
might focus more directly on the communica-
tion of  sexism across more extended social 
chains, such as by examining the extent to which 
different forms of  sexism are uncritically com-
municated within friendship or work groups and 
also on the consequences this might have for the 

development of  “local” (or group specific) 
views about men and women.

Another interesting point relates to the fact 
that the hostile sexism messages communicated 
that women are and should be colder than men. 
This is in accordance with ambivalent sexism 
theory’s reasoning that hostile sexism punishes 
nontraditional women (e.g., career women) by 
expressing hostility against them and characteris-
ing women as aggressive or overly assertive (Glick 
et al., 1997). In doing so, our data shows that hos-
tile sexism punishes nontraditional women by 
taking away from them the only positive dimen-
sion of  their stereotype content (i.e., warmth).

Regarding competence, it is remarkable that 
both forms of  sexism communicated the idea 
that women are and should be less competent 
than men. This is a particularly novel and inter-
esting finding given that it emerged even though 
none of  the texts explicitly referred to women’s 
competence. Hostile sexism may imply women’s 
lack of  competence by describing women’s aspi-
rations as unreasonable, but benevolent sexism 
does not even contain such implications about 
the performance domain. Indeed, at the same 
time that benevolent sexism accentuates women’s 
warmth, it omits information about competence. 
Nevertheless, both types of  sexism seem to suc-
ceed in communicating the negative beliefs about 
women’s competence from which they derive.

Others before us have shown that emphasis-
ing positive stereotypes about devalued groups 
facilitates the application of  negative stereotypes 
(e.g., Kay, Day, Zanna, & Nussbaum, 2013). It has 
also been shown that when communicators omit 
information on a particular attribute, targets are 
assumed to lack that attribute (Kervyn et al., 
2012). Thus, these forms of  sexism may imply 
women’s inferior competence precisely because 
they do not address competence as a relevant 
attribute of  women. Overall, while both forms of  
sexism communicated a view of  women as less 
competent, benevolent and hostile sexism dif-
fered in how they depicted women in terms of  
warmth. Our work draws on the central tenets of  
ambivalent sexism theory to empirically demon-
strate that this typical focus on competence 
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neglects an important way in which sexism is 
communicated and perpetuated—that is, not 
only as women’s inferior competence, but also as 
women’s superior warmth. Although prior 
research had already shown that sexism involves 
these beliefs and that this has important conse-
quences for the acceptance and maintenance of  
traditional gender relations, it had not yet exam-
ined whether or how this corresponds to how 
these sexist beliefs are interpreted, or what they 
convey.

We further extend previous research by differ-
entiating between what sexism communicates, 
explicitly assessing and comparing descriptive 
and prescriptive implications. In Study 3, using 
the same paradigm and measures as in the first 
two studies, we found that what benevolent and 
hostile sexism communicated about how women 
should be is very similar to what they communi-
cated about how women are. That is, benevolent 
sexism was seen to communicate that women 
should be warm, and did so to a greater extent 
than hostile sexism. In addition, benevolent and 
hostile sexism were both seen to communicate 
that women should be less competent than men. 
Although it might have been surprising that hos-
tile sexism was viewed to convey that women 
should be less warm than men, research has 
shown that the qualities that are ascribed to men 
and women tend to be closely aligned with those 
who are required for both (Prentice & Carranza, 
2002). As such, descriptive and prescriptive 
aspects of  stereotyping should be closely related 
and this is what we found in our studies. 
Moreover, although our focus was not on the 
direct comparison between descriptive and pre-
scriptive beliefs, the finding that what benevolent 
and hostile sexism communicate at the prescrip-
tive level closely parallels descriptive implications, 
suggests another way in which these forms of  
sexism contribute to the perpetuation of  gender 
inequalities. That is, by consistently transmitting 
not only how men and women are, but also how 
they should be, these beliefs provide a set of  
expectations about men and women, which may 
have further negative implications, given that 
individuals violating existent expectations tend to 

be the targets of  negative treatment (e.g., Biernat, 
Vescio, & Billings, 1999).

It is also important to note that these different 
forms of  sexism did not differ in what they were 
seen to communicate about men. Indeed, this is 
not surprising because benevolent and hostile 
sexism target the behaviour of  women in particu-
lar, with men providing the standard point of  ref-
erence in this context. However, the fact that 
much can be communicated by omission (as 
when lack of  competence is inferred from 
empathic merits), or by implication, rendered the 
examination of  what sexism communicates about 
men highly relevant. Although the types of  sex-
ism we examined targeted primarily women, there 
are forms of  sexism that target and derogate men 
(Glick et al., 2004). It is likely that these latter 
forms of  sexism (towards men) communicate 
specific views and expectations about men, which 
future research might wish to examine.

Finally, we did not find effects of  participant 
gender across our studies, that is, men and women 
agreed about what the different forms of  sexism 
communicate regarding men’s and women’s 
warmth and competence. Clearly, this does not 
mean that men and women are unlikely to differ 
in how they subjectively experience these forms 
of  sexism (e.g., their consequences for men’s and 
women’s self-views, or their personal views of  
men and women)—that is a question for further 
research. What this means is that benevolent and 
hostile sexism communicate rather clear views of  
men and women regardless of  the gender of  
those exposed to these views.

Limitations and Future Research
It is important to acknowledge that all studies 
reported here were conducted in a single cultural 
context. It would be important to replicate these 
findings in other contexts. Nevertheless, there is 
no reason to expect that benevolent and hostile 
sexism are particularly familiar or relevant in this 
cultural context. Given past research showing the 
prevalence of  these types of  sexism across multi-
ple countries and cultures (e.g., Glick et al., 2000; 
Glick et al., 2004), there is also no reason to expect 
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that what benevolent and hostile sexism commu-
nicate is unique to our samples or context.

Our work only focused on the link between 
gender stereotypes and two particular forms of  
sexism, that is, hostile and benevolent sexism. We 
consider that an important contribution of  our 
research was that we focused on more than one 
form of  sexism, but the fact that others have 
remained unexamined is a limitation. Future 
research might wish to examine other forms of  
sexism or other forms of  prejudice such as rac-
ism and whether communicating beliefs about 
their targets corresponds to the stereotypes on 
which they are based.

Another potential avenue for future research 
would be to examine whether sexist messages are 
perceived differently depending on the source 
conveying these messages. A future study manip-
ulating whether the source was a man or a woman 
could introduce both status and power dynamics 
(Lammers et al., 2008), as well as an ingroup/ 
outgroup differentiation. It is likely that the 
intersection between these characteristics could 
dictate different perceptions and reactions to 
the sexist messages.

It is important to note that in everyday social 
life sexist messages might not be communicated 
as clearly and as explicitly as in our studies. 
These messages can be often camouflaged with 
other information, behaviour, or even by the 
context in which they occur. It would therefore 
be interesting for future research to examine the 
questions investigated in our studies in a more 
natural setting.5

Moreover, our research focused only on the 
communicative aspect and did not examine its 
further implications. One of  the main conclu-
sions from our studies was that the different 
forms of  sexism (albeit not explicitly referring to 
any competence evaluations) communicate that 
women are less competent than men. It is thus 
vital to understand how the aspects communi-
cated and identified in our research may relate to 
other outcomes related to perceived competence 
such as, for example, women’s career aspirations. 
Women’s perceived lack of  competence (in  
comparison to men), when exposed to sexism, 
may explain for example why sexism decreases 

women’s leadership aspirations (see e.g., Barreto 
et al., 2010). These findings are therefore also rel-
evant for the development of  interventions aim-
ing to address the poor representation of  women 
in science or leadership positions.

Conclusion
Although prior research had shown that benevo-
lent sexism has insidious effects, it had not yet 
demonstrated that expressing benevolent sexism 
may be a particularly successful way of  spreading 
stereotypical expectations. Our findings show 
that benevolent sexism—which is subjectively 
positive and therefore often undetected as a form 
of  sexism—communicates gender stereotypes at 
least as well as hostile sexism. This adds to other 
types of  evidence which can be drawn upon to 
conclude that benevolent sexism is far from inof-
fensive. Indeed, it appears to be the ideal vehicle 
to communicate sexist beliefs in ways that remain 
uncensored.

In sum, this research adds to existing knowl-
edge by identifying the specific stereotype con-
tent that is communicated by different forms of  
sexism. In this way, our work contributes to an 
improved understanding of  how preconceived 
beliefs about gender are communicated and gen-
der inequalities are perpetuated.
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Notes
1. It is important to note that at a first glance some 

hostile sexism items may seem to communicate 
that women are competent (e.g., “Women seek 
to gain power by getting control over men” 
and “Many women are actually seeking special 
favours, such as hiring policies that favour them 
over men, under the guise of  asking for ‘equal-
ity’”). However, another underlying message of  
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these items is that in a fair competition women 
might not be able to challenge men and need to 
use deceiving strategies in order to obtain power 
and be able to compete with them. This inter-
pretation should become stronger when these 
items are analysed together with the remaining 
hostile sexism items, which more clearly point 
in this direction.

2. This study had originally included a gender equal-
ity condition (with 52 participants) where we 
stressed similarities between men and women. 
The aim of  including this condition was to have 
neutral statements to which we could compare 
the remaining sexism conditions. In hindsight, 
however, we felt that this was a poor choice given 
that individuals (especially men) might communi-
cate that status relationships are fair and equalitar-
ian in an attempt to hide women’s disadvantage 
so the status quo can be maintained. As such, 
the differences between this condition and the 
benevolent and hostile sexism conditions were 
too many to allow for meaningful comparisons. 
We thus decided not to analyse the responses 
obtained in this condition. The complete data can 
be obtained from the authors upon request.

3. All attributes were selected according to two 
pilot studies examining their diagnosticity (as 
warmth or competence indicators) and valence. 
The first pilot study comprised 38 participants 
(27 females) that were invited to rate the extent 
to which each attribute (from a list of  220 attrib-
utes commonly used in stereotype research) was 
seen in Portuguese society as typically describ-
ing competence, sociability, or morality. In the 
second pilot study, we presented 40 participants 
(23 females) with a list of  the most consensual 
attributes identified in the previous pilot. These 
participants were invited to rate the valence of  
each attribute. The most consensual attributes 
that were also more identical in valence were 
selected for this study.

4. Some previous research has made a further dis-
tinction between morality and sociability as sepa-
rate aspects of  warmth (see Leach, Ellemers, & 
Barreto, 2007). This is why we included items 
that reflected both sociability and morality traits 
when assessing warmth in the present research. 
However, a factor analysis showed that morality 
and sociability attributes loaded together in one 
factor and competence loaded in a separate factor. 
This probably reflects the fact that the distinction 
between sociability and morality is less relevant in 

contexts where sexist beliefs are salient. Thus, we 
averaged across morality and sociability attributes 
to form a warmth dimension. This approach is 
consistent with Glick and Fiske’s (1996) concep-
tualisation of  warmth and was followed through-
out this research.

5. We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer 
for this suggestion.

References
Barreto, M., & Ellemers, N. (2005a). The burden of 

benevolent sexism: How it contributes to the 
maintenance of gender inequalities. European Jour-
nal of Social Psychology, 35, 633–642. doi:10.1002/
ejsp.270

Barreto, M., & Ellemers, N. (2005b). The perils 
of political correctness: Men’s and women’s 
responses to old-fashioned and modern sex-
ist views. Social Psychology Quarterly, 68, 633–642. 
doi:10.1177/019027250506800106

Barreto, M., & Ellemers, N. (2013). Subtle sexism. In 
M. Ryan & N. Branscombe (Eds.), The SAGE 
handbook of gender and psychology (pp. 288–305). 
SAGE.

Barreto, M., Ellemers, N., Piebinga, L., & Moya, M. 
(2010). How nice of us and how dumb of me: The 
effect of exposure to benevolent sexism on wom-
en’s task and relational self-descriptions. Sex Roles, 
62, 532–544. doi:10.1007/s11199–009–9699–0

Becker, J., & Wright, S. (2011). Yet another dark side 
of chivalry: Benevolent sexism undermines and 
hostile sexism motivates collective action for 
social change. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 101, 62–77. doi:10.1037/a0022615

Biernat, M., Vescio, T., & Billings, L. (1999). Black 
sheep and expectancy violation: Integrating 
two models of social judgment. European Jour-
nal of Social Psychology, 29, 523–542. doi:10.1002/
(SICI)1099–0992(199906)29:4<523::AID-
EJSP944>3.0.CO;2-J

Bohner, G., Ahlborn, K., & Steiner, R. (2010). How 
sexy are sexist men? Women’s perception of 
male response profiles in the Ambivalent Sexism 
Inventory. Sex Roles, 62, 568–582. doi:10.1007/
s11199–009–9665-x

Borenstein, M., Hedges, L., Higgins, J., & Rothstein, 
H. (2005). Comprehensive meta-analysis (Version 
2) [Computer software]. Englewood, NJ: Biostat.

Cohen, J. (1990). Things I have learned (so far). Ameri-
can Psychologist, 45, 1304–1312. doi:10.1037/0003-
066X.45.12.1304



176 Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 21(1)

Cuddy, A., Fiske, S., & Glick, P. (2008). Warmth and 
competence as universal dimensions of social 
perception: The stereotype content model and 
the BIAS map. Advances in Experimental Social 
Psychology, 40, 61–149. doi:10.1016/S0065–
2601(07)00002–0

Dardenne, B., Dumont, M., & Bollier, T. (2007). Insid-
ious dangers of benevolent sexism: Consequences 
for women’s performance. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 93, 764–779. doi:10.1037/0022–
3514.93.5.764

Ellemers, N., & Barreto, M. (2009). Collective action 
in modern times: How modern expressions of 
prejudice prevent collective action. Journal of 
Social Issues, 65, 735–754. doi:10.1111/j.1540–
4560.2009.01621.x

Fiske, S., Cuddy, A., Glick, P., & Xu, J. (2002). A model 
of (often mixed) stereotype content: Competence 
and warmth respectively follow from perceived 
status and competition. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 82, 878–902. doi:10.1037/0022–
3514.82.6.878

Fiske, S., & Glick, P. (1995). Ambivalence and stereo-
types cause sexual harassment: A theory with impli-
cations for organizational change. Journal of Social 
Issues, 51, 97–115. doi:10.1111/j.1540-4560.1995.
tb01311.x

Gill, M. J. (2004). When information does not deter 
stereotyping: Prescriptive stereotyping can foster 
bias under conditions that deter descriptive ste-
reotyping. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 
40, 619–632. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2003.12.001

Glick, P., Diebold, J., Bailey-Werner, B., & Zhu, L. 
(1997). The two faces of Adam: Ambivalent sex-
ism and polarized attitudes toward women. Per-
sonality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 23, 1323–1334. 
doi:10.1177/01461672972312009

Glick, P., & Fiske, S. (1996). The Ambivalent Sexism 
Inventory: Differentiating hostile and benevolent 
sexism. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 
491–512. doi:10.1037/0022–3514.70.3.491

Glick, P., & Fiske, S. (2001). An ambivalent alli-
ance: Hostile and benevolent sexism as 
complementary justifications for gender ine-
quality. American Psychologist, 56, 109–118. 
doi:10.1037/0003-066X.56.2.109

Glick, P., & Fiske, S. (2011). Ambivalent sexism revis-
ited. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 35, 530–535. 
doi:10.1177/0361684311414832

Glick, P., Fiske, S. T., Mladinic, A., Saiz, J. L., Abrams, 
D., Masser, B., . . . López, W. L. (2000). Beyond 

prejudice as simple antipathy: Hostile and benevo-
lent sexism across cultures. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 79, 763–775. doi:10.1037/0022–
3514.79.5.763

Glick, P., Lameiras, M., Fiske, S. T., Eckes, T., Masser, 
B., Volpato, C., . . . Castro, Y. R. (2004). Bad 
but bold: Ambivalent attitudes toward men 
predict gender inequality in 16 nations. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 86, 713–728. 
doi:10.1037/0022–3514.86.5.713

Glick, P., Sakalli-Ugurlu, N., Ferreira, M. C., & 
Souza, M. A. (2002). Ambivalent sexism and 
attitudes toward wife abuse in Turkey and Bra-
zil. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 26, 292–297. 
doi:10.1111/1471–6402.t01–1–00068

Hegarty, P., & Pratto, F. (2001). The effects of social 
category norms and stereotypes on explanations 
for intergroup differences. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 80, 723–735. doi:10.1037/0022–
3514.80.5.723

Jost, J., & Kay, A. (2005). Exposure to benevolent 
sexism and complementary gender stereotypes: 
Consequences for specific and diffuse forms 
of system justification. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 88, 498–509. doi:10.1037/0022-
3514.88.3.498

Kay, A., Day, M., Zanna, M., & Nussbaum, A. (2013). 
The insidious (and ironic) effects of positive ste-
reotypes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 
49, 287–291. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2012.11.003

Kervyn, N., Bergsieker, H., & Fiske, S. (2012). The 
innuendo effect: Hearing the positive but infer-
ring the negative. Journal of Experimental Social Psy-
chology, 48, 77–85. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2011.08.001

Kilianski, S., & Rudman, L. (1998). Want-
ing it both ways: Do women approve of 
benevolent sexism? Sex Roles, 39, 333–352. 
doi:10.1023/A:1018814924402

Lammers, J., Galinsky, A. D., Gordijn, E. H., & Otten, 
S. (2008). Illegitimacy moderates the effects of 
power on approach. Psychological Science, 19, 558–
564. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02123.x

Leach, C., Ellemers, N., & Barreto, M. (2007). Group 
virtue: The importance of morality (vs. compe-
tence and sociability) in the positive evalua-
tion of in-groups. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 93, 234–249. doi:10.1037/0022–
3514.93.2.234

Masser, B., & Abrams, D. (1999). Contemporary sex-
ism. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 23, 503–517. 
doi:10.1111/j.1471–6402.1999.tb00378.x



Ramos et al. 177

Moya, M., Glick, P., Expósito, F., de Lemus, S., 
& Hart, J. (2007). It’s for your own good: 
Benevolent sexism and women’s reactions to 
protectively justified restrictions. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 33, 1421–1434. 
doi:10.1177/0146167207304790

Prentice, D. A., & Carranza, E. (2002). What women 
and men should be, shouldn’t be, are allowed to be, 
and don’t have to be: The contents of prescriptive 
gender stereotypes. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 26, 
269–281. doi:10.1111/1471-6402.t01-1-00066

Pryor, J., Giedd, J., & Williams, K. (1995). A social 
psychological model for predicting sexual 
harassment. Journal of Social Issues, 51, 69–84. 
doi:10.1111/j.1540–4560.1995.tb01309.x

Rudman, L., & Glick, P. (2008). The social psychology of 
gender: How power and intimacy shape gender relations. 
New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Rudman, L., & Heppen, J. (2003). Implicit roman-
tic fantasies and women’s interest in per-
sonal power: A glass slipper effect? Personality 

and Social Psychology Bulletin, 29, 1357–1370. 
doi:10.1177/0146167203256906

Signorella, M. L., Bigler, R. S., & Liben, L. S. (1993). 
Developmental differences in children’s gender 
schemata about others: A meta-analytic review. 
Developmental Review, 13, 147–183. doi:10.1006/
drev.1993.1007 

Swim, J., Mallett, R., Russo-Devosa, Y., & Stangor, 
C. (2005). Judgments of sexism: A comparison 
of the subtlety of sexism measures and sources 
of variability in judgments of sexism. Psychology 
of Women Quarterly, 29, 406–411. doi:10.1111/
j.1471–6402.2005.00240.x

Viki, G., & Abrams, D. (2002). But she was 
unfaithful: Benevolent sexism and reactions 
to rape victims who violate traditional gen-
der role expectations. Sex Roles, 47, 289–293. 
doi:10.1023/A:1021342912248

Zaikman, Y., & Marks, M. (2014). Ambivalent sex-
ism and the sexual double standard. Sex Roles, 71, 
333–344. doi:10.1007/s11199-014-0417-1


