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The role of sexism in holding
politicians accountable for sexual
misconduct
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Department of Social and Political Sciences, Philosophy, and Anthropology, Faculty of Humanities, Arts
and Social Sciences, University of Exeter, Exeter, United Kingdom

Experimental research on the impact of the #MeToo movement on the evaluation
of politicians has focused on how the impact is conditioned by partisan motivation.
Beyond partisanship, gender identity and sexist attitudes may also act as a barrier
to the success of #MeToo in challenging sexual misconduct in politics. In a
conjoint experiment, we examine the extent to which sexism and gender identities
(feminine/masculine identity and self-identified gender) condition how individuals
respond to politicians accused of sexual misconduct. Respondents were shown
two profiles of fictional British male candidates accused of sexual misconduct
where the characteristics of the candidate and the scandal were (the number of
allegations made, whether they apologized for the misconduct, their partisanship,
and their stance on Brexit). We find that in general, more severe misconduct
has a more negative impact on evaluations but that respondents who expressed
attitudes consistent with hostile sexism were less likely to punish politicians
for multiple offenses and less likely to reward a recognition of wrongdoing.
Categorical gender identity, whether the respondent was a man or a woman,
did not condition the electoral consequences of the scandal and a feminine
and masculine identities moderated the impact of the political stance of the
candidate. We conclude by discussing the importance of measuring gender
attitudes, especially sexism and non-categorical measures of gender identity, in
future studies on the political consequences of #MeToo.

KEYWORDS

conjoint experiment, elections, sexual misconduct, candidate evaluations, sexism, gender
identity

1. Introduction

The #MeToo movement, launched by Tarana Burke in 2006, is an intersectional project
to support women and girls of color who have experienced sexual violence (Pellegrini, 2018).
With the revelations of rape and sexual assault by Hollywood director Harvey Weinstein,
actor Alyssa Milano encouraged social media user to adopt the #MeToo hashtag as a rallying
cry for victims of sexual misconduct. Following the mobilization of the #MeToo movement,
several politicians in the US such as Al Franken (in 2018) and John Conyer (in 2017) resigned
due to allegations of sexual misconduct. While these high-profile resignations and legal cases
give evidence of the movement’s success, some are more cautious about the lasting impact
because the focus has been on high profile, celebrity cases and the media has been unduly
positive about the impact (Rosewarne, 2019). Beyond these hurdles, sexist attitudes that
minimize the experiences of women, could also prevent the movement from changing how
we treat perpetrators of sexual assault and those guilty of sexual misconduct (Archer and
Kam, 2020).
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Much of the research on #MeToo and its political consequences
has focused on the United States but we turn our attention to
Britain. Awareness of the movement in Britain is reasonably high,
with 55% of both men and women surveyed having heard of the
movement at the time of our study (YouGov, 2019), and perhaps
more significantly, “over half of women aged 18-34, and 58% of
young men say they have been more willing to challenge behavior
or comments they think are unacceptable” [Fawcett Society, (2018,
October 2), p. 1]. Allegations against British MPs followed those
in the US in 2017 with Secretary of State for Defense Michael
Fallon resigning after being accused of sexual misconduct. Then
Prime Minister Theresa May called for a change in procedures
for reporting and discipling acts of sexual misconduct. Despite
there being high awareness of the movement, less than half
(45%) of people believe that the campaign has positively impacted
women (YouGov, 2019). Despite this level of support, what types
of attitudes may stall progress of the movement, prevent the
public from holding guilty politicians accountable or, even, drive
a backlash against #MeToo movement? We address this question
by considering the role of gender attitudes that endorse negative,
traditional, and stereotyped views of women.

We discuss below the potential for sexual misconduct scandals
to have electoral consequences for politicians. This review of past
research allows us to propose several expectations about how these
electoral consequences can be moderated by gendered attitudes.
Attitudes about gender, in particular hostile sexism which indicates
negativity toward women who violate traditional gender norms,
can shape views of politicians and we test below how they condition
the electoral consequences of sexual misconduct allegations.

2. Electoral consequences of sex
scandals

Political scandals are a regular part of contemporary politics
and maintaining political accountability during scandals is a test
for a healthy democracy. When political scandals are exposed
and the corrupt politicians resign or are turned out by voters,
democratic legitimacy is enhanced but the failure to hold these
political actors accountable can signal a weakness in democracy.
Research does show that when politicians transgress the norms of
legitimate and legal behavior, they tend to lose votes (Banducci
and Karp, 1994; Maier, 2011) and scandals in general tend to have
a negative impact on trust in politicians and political institutions
(Bowler and Karp, 2004). Are sex scandals different? Past political
sex scandals involving marital infidelity, such as the one involving
President to Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky (in 1998), rather
than detracting from Clinton’s approval coincided with an increase
due to a booming economy (Zaller, 1998). Those involved in
political or economic scandals are judged more harshly than those
involved in moral or sexual scandals, potentially due to the former
being more relevant to their job (Doherty et al, 2014). Other
evidence suggests that the nature of the scandal, whether in a
politician’s private or public life, does not seem to make a difference
with perhaps the exception of France (Sarmiento-Mirwaldt et al.,
2014). However, due to increased awareness and mobilization of
the #MeToo movement, the consequences of accusations of sexual
misconduct in the political realm are driven by a different partisan

Frontiersin Political Science

10.3389/fp0os.2023.1064902

dynamic that has developed over the past 25 years since Clinton
and Lewinsky (Holman and Kalmoe, 2021). For example, how
victims view sexual consent has evolved. Monica Lewinsky herself
reconsidered the consensual nature of her relationship with Bill
Clinton to recognize that the power differential between a president
and an intern means “the idea of consent might well be rendered
moot” (Lewinsky, 2018, para 33).

We build on the partisan motivated reasoning research on
the electoral consequences of #MeToo and sexual misconduct
allegations to examine the impact of sexual misconduct allegations
in Britain. Our primary focus is on how gender attitudes and
identity condition responses to sexual misconduct allegations.
Specifically, we test whether gender identity and hostile sexism —
overtly negative attitudes about women - mitigate the negative
impact of allegations by women against male politicians. We
examine this moderating effect across four attributes of the sexual
misconduct scandal - the candidate’s reaction, the severity of the
allegations, the time passed and whether the candidate accepts
blame. By examining these relationships in Britain, we provide
a test of their effect where politics are less personalized. Outside
the personalized politics of the US, these types of allegations may
have less of an impact. By drawing together the research that
has focused on the impact of attributes of sexual misconduct and
the research that has focused on heterogeneous effects among
study participants, we outline below how the conditioning impact
of gender attitudes, such as hostile sexism, might vary across
attributes. For example, a respondent whose identity is invested
in #MeToo is both more likely to punish but also more likely to
respond to outright apologies. On the other hand, those who are
likely to dismiss #MeToo accusations because they are inconsistent
with one’s gender attitudes are less likely to punish but more likely
to punish the politician when he denies the allegations.

3. Sexual misconduct allegations:
hostile sexism, context and candidate
evaluations

While other studies have examined sex scandals, such
as Vonnahme (2014) who demonstrates the immediate but
unenduring liability of accusations related to an extramarital affair,
our analysis centers on sexual misconduct rather than sex scandals
in general. Additionally, unlike Barnes et al. (2020) who show
that women candidates provoke negative reactions from sexist
respondents when engaged in a sex scandal, we limit our analysis
to sexual misconduct allegations against male politicians. Table 1
summarizes existing studies about #MeToo allegations against
politicians that we build on. In particular, we draw on those studies
Barnes et al. (2020) and Costa et al. (2020) - that also question how
gender attitudes (e.g., sexism) condition responses to allegations.
Below we provide a theoretical framework for examining how
gender attitudes and identity shape the way individuals punish (or
fail to punish) politicians for sexual misconduct.

We know that some politicians seem to be immune to
allegations. For example, despite Trump’s sexually violent language
this did “nothing to prevent him winning the votes of a majority
of white women” (Smith, 2019) with some concluding that the
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TABLE 1 Summary of #MeToo experimental studies - candidate behavior, characteristics and heterogeneous effects.

Authors

Candidate behavior/characteristics

Respondent characteristics/

heterogeneous effects

Barnes et al. (2020)

Mturk, US (n = 1106)

GENDER: No impact of gender of political candidate
accused of sexual scandal of likelihood of voting (Type
of sex scandal not defined in treatment)

SEXISM: Respondents high on hostile sexism more
likely to punish women candidates (than male
candidates) for involvement in sex scandal. No impact
of benevolent sexism.

Brandes (2021)
(MA)

US YouGov survey

experiment (US, N = 1,200).

Vignettes. Varied severity of
misconduct and response
from politician.

PARTISANSHIP More severe punishment for
Democratic politicians. SEVERITY: Harsher
punishment (more likely to say should resign) with
more severe conduct. Distinction between sexual
relationship and unwanted advances/rape.

Collignon and
Savani (2023)

Mturk, US (n = 772)
Vignette varied media
reporting.

PARTISANSHIP Allegations reduced support.

TRUST Impact of treatment conditioned by social trust.

Costa et al. (2020)

Experiment, Variation in
news story. (US, MTurk,
n = 2806)

PARTISANSHIP: More punitive for out-party.
SEVERITY: Support declines more when sexual
misconduct is sexual assault rather than jokes.

SEXISM: Among sexist (hostile) respondents no impact
of assault or jokes on favorability of candidate.

Frazier and Kreutz
(2019)

Experiment, varied
partisanship, MTurk(n =
1000)

PARTISANSHIP: Republican identifiers do not punish
accused GOP candidates. GENDER: No impact of
gender of political candidate accused of sexual
misconduct on likelihood of voting.

GENDER: Women are more likely to punish, equally
punish men and women candidates.

Klar and McCoy
(2021a)

Vignette, varied gender and
partisanship of accuser and
accused. (US, Lucid)

PARTISANSHIP: More likely to presume out-party
guilty

GENDER: Men less likely to punish in-party. Among
those who reflect, more likely to presume in-party
candidate guilty.

Klar and McCoy
(2021b) (PGI)

2 wave panel, support for
Trump after accusations of
sexual misconduct

PARTISANSHIP: Democratic identifiers and supporters
of #MeToo more likely to punish Trump. Republican
women more likely to punish Trump.

Masuoka et al.
(2021)

Survey experiment with
replication (US) and
observational study.

PARTISANSHIP: Democratic women always having
lowest level of support for politician accused of sexual
misconduct.

McAndrews et al.
(2019)

Conjoint experiment (US,
n = 525, Australia n = 606)

SEVERITY: Not important in conditioning voter
responses. CONTEXT: Greater evidence available to
substantiate claims increases willingness to punish.

Ortiz and Smith
(2022)

MTurk sample,
observational support for
#MeToo

PARTISANSHIP: Stronger partisans more likely to
accept sexual assault myths, less likely to perceive as a
problem.

Stark and Collignon
(2022)

MTurk, US (n = 652)

Vignette varied in/out-party.

PARTISANSHIP: Allegation reduce support among
both Republican and Democratic Candidates

PARTISANSHIP: Co-partisans less likely to punish
their candidate.

Table summarizes findings of recent research on the electoral consequences (i.e. candidate/politician evaluations) of accusations of sexual misconduct.

use of #MeToo as an awareness raising implement has been
reasonably well received, but its use as a political tool has
been said to be “conspicuously ineffective” (Matthews, 2019).
Recent research on the electoral consequences of scandal has
been driven by the partisan motivated reasoning framework
and examines whether co-partisan candidates are less likely to
be punished. The motivated reasoning framework suggests that
the desire to reach conclusions supportive of prior attitudes or
beliefs may limit or override any accuracy motivations, resulting
in accurate information that is at odds with predispositions
being diluted, ignored, or even reinterpreted as supportive to the
extent that views are strengthened in the face of contradictory
information (Kunda, 1990). Thus, when co-partisan politicians
are accused of sexual misconduct, this information may be
discounted when evaluating the political actor. Research exploring
motivated reasoning and #MeToo does shows that partisans are
more likely to view politicians from another party as guilty
of sexual misconduct (Klar and McCoy, 2021a), partisans are
more likely to resist these allegations when evaluating preferred
politicians (Klar and McCoy, 2021b), those aligned with parties
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on the left are more likely to believe sexual misconduct
allegations about politicians (Craig and Cossette, 2022) and this
is particularly true among women on the left (Masuoka et al,
2021).

The framework of partisan motivated reasoning draws
attention to how partisanship can provide a lens by which
to judge politicians accused of misconduct but attitudes about
the role of women, one’s own experiences of discrimination or
gender-based violence and one’s own sense of gender are also
predispositions shaping attitudes to actors and events that are
at the intersection of gender and politics. On the one hand,
we can ask whether there are limitations to partisan reasoning
(Costa et al., 2020) such that those who hold more gender equal
attitudes, for example, may not forgive co-partisans. Or those
who hold sexist views will be less likely to punish politicians
accused of sexual misconduct. For example, sexist attitudes —
held by both men and women - and the salience of gender
identity can explain why white women did not punish Trump
for his sexualised and misogynistic language (Ratliff et al,
2019).
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The research summarized in Table I has found that gender
relevant attitudes other than partisanship can shape whether
voters punish politicians. Support for the #MeToo movement
(Klar and McCoy, 2021a; Craig and Cossette, 2022) can increase
willingness to punish those accused of sexual misconduct whereas
hostile sexism can decrease the willingness to punish (Costa
et al, 2020). Collignon and Savani (2023) find that higher
motivational values relating to universalism and benevolence
increase the inclination to withdraw support from a candidate
accused of sexual misconduct. Costa et al. (2020) show that
sexism, relative to partisanship, has a strong influence on
willingness to punish politicians accused of sexual misconduct
and suggest we need to consider gender attitudes such as sexism
to understand the impact on #MeToo on the ability of elections
to hold accused politicians accountable. We build on the work
of Costa et al. (2020) but rather than compare the impact of
sexism relative to partisanship we expand the range of gender
attitudes examined.

3.1. Hypotheses

Below we detail three gender related factors that we hypothesize
will influence the weight given to sexual misconduct in vote
choices: gender identity, hypermasculinity and sexism. We develop
how gender identity, feminine/masculine identities and sexist
attitudes structure responses to sexual misconduct by candidates by
providing a legitimizing ideology (Jost, 2019; Barnes et al., 2020).

3.2. Gender identity

There is some research suggesting that women may be more
likely than men to judge political candidates harshly when it comes
to issues related to sex and gender. One possible explanation for
this gender difference is that women may have a stronger sense of
empathy and concern for victims of sexual harassment and assault,
which could make them more likely to be critical of politicians who
are accused of engaging in such behavior. Additionally, women
may be more attuned to gender inequality and sexism in society,
and thus more likely to be critical of politicians who are seen as
perpetuating these problems.

Whilst men can also be victims of sexual harassment, women
are significantly more likely to experience sexual harassment and
be victims of sexual violence, with the majority of perpetrators
being men (UK Parliament, 2018). Estimates by the United Nations
are that up to 50% of women in European Union countries
have experienced sexual harassment at work (Criado-Perez, 2019),
and a study at UK Universities found that 56% of students had
experienced unwanted sexual harassment and sexual assault, with
49% of women surveyed stating that they had been touched
inappropriately (Batty, 2019). This reality leads to greater resistance
among men who are more dismissive of sexual assault claims
than women (Szekeres et al., 2020). Attitudinally, men are shown
to be more tolerant of sexual harassment than women, which is
unsurprising given that women are significantly more likely to
be victims of it (Russell and Trigg, 2004). Men also are shown
to underestimate the level of sexual harassment experienced by
women, with British men underestimating levels by an average
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of 18%, with women underestimating also, but to a lesser extent
(9%) (Duncan and Topping, 2018). Also, women are more likely to
perceive sexual assault as a problem and less likely to believe sexual
assault myths (Ortiz and Smith, 2022). Negative statements about
the movement by men may reflect gender differences in reactions
to the campaign (Kunst et al., 2019). These gender differences
demonstrate both greater empathy for women as victims of sexual
assault and greater risk of sexual assault. This is likely to translate
into punishing candidates more for sexual misconduct than men.

Whereas, Barnes et al. (2020) find that women are more
likely to punish candidates for scandals they find that the
punishment is harsher for women candidates, theorizing that norm
violating women suffer. Democratic women voters always rate
House incumbents who have been accused of harassment lower—
regardless of whether they share the same party or are from the
opposing party. Similarly, women, especially Democratic women,
viewed the sexual misconduct of Trump more harshly (Lawless and
Fox, 2018).

Here we can also draw on theoretical frameworks such as
system justification theory (Jost, 2019) that suggest that individuals
may defend existing social, economic, and political arrangements
inequalities to reduce dissonance or anxiety. Even if individuals
experience personal discrimination, beliefs about social structures
can underlie passive acceptance of existing inequalities and
prejudice, particularly when challenging the status quo can be
costly. In a study on rape culture and willingness to report and
punish for rape (Schwarz et al, 2020) find that factors related
to the victim (e.g., race, gender, attire at time of attack) and
the perpetrators (profession) played an important role. Indeed,
research suggests that women are more likely than men to perceive
behavior as sexual misconduct (Rotundo et al., 2001), and that men
are more tolerant of sexual harassment than women (Russell and
Trigg, 2004). This leads to our first hypothesis:

H1: Those who identify as women will be more likely to punish
candidates accused of sexual misconduct.

3.3. Hypermasculinity and hyperfemininity

Recently scholars of gender and politics have recommended
moving beyond categorical measures of gender. Self-expressions
of femininity and masculinity allow for a more nuanced
understanding of how individuals perceive their gender identities.
Drawing on social identity theory, individuals who are polarized
in their conceptions of their own masculine and feminine traits
[i.e., hypermasculinity and hyperfemininity, see Gidengil and Stolle
(2021)] are more likely to draw on these conceptions for the basis of
attitudes and preferences. Hypermasculinity and hyperfemininity,
extreme or exaggerated forms of masculinity and femininity,
indicate adherence to rigid gender roles and stereotypes. On the
other hand, individuals who are more fluid in conceptions of
their own masculine or feminine traits (put themselves closer
to the midpoint on both) are likely to draw on core values
that reflect this more fluid conception such as such as openness
and diversity.

Hypermasculine individuals may feel particularly threatened by
social changes that serve to weaken male dominance. Similarly,
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hyperfeminine women in their adherence to traditional gender
roles might also feel threatened by the decline of the patriarchy.
Extant research suggests that these scales demonstrate that
femininity and masculinity are good measures of non-categorical
gender even though strongly correlated to categorical gender
(Gidengil and Stolle, 2021) and are important for understanding
variation in important social attitudes, such as those related to
social anxiety (Wingnerud et al., 2019). Furthermore, those who
have polarized identities — hypermasculine or hyperfeminine -
may, in order to reduce anxieties, be more likely to legitimate
current structural factors such as women being victims of sexual
misconduct. In this way hypermasculine and hyperfeminine
identities and attitudes can structure responses to allegations
through acceptance of sexual harassment or assault of women
as an existing social arrangement. Schermerhorn and Vescio
(2022) in a study using the related concept of hegemonic
masculinity found that both men and women who endorsed
the notion of hegemonic masculinity led to more positive
evaluations of Supreme Court Justice Kavanaugh and more
negative evaluations of the women who made accusations
of sexual assault. Drawing on the argument about how the
#MeToo movement represents a threat to male dominance, we
hypothesize that:

H2: Individuals with polarized gender identities (e.g.
hypermasculine and hyperfeminine) will be less more
sympathetic to candidates accused of sexual misconduct.

3.4. Hostile sexism

Hostile sexism is related to a number of attitudes relevant
to sexual misconduct such as belief that victims of sexual
assault wanted sex (Barreto and Doyle, 2022). Hostile sexism
represents antagonistic attitudes toward and beliefs about women,
expressed in an obvious and often negative fashion (Glick
and Fiske, 1996). It aims to preserve men’s dominance over
women by underlining men’s power and is often resentful
toward women who violate what are seen as stereotypical or
traditional gender roles (Mastari et al, 2019). Hostile sexism
is associated with “greater tolerance of sexual harassment,
increased moral disengagement from sexual harassment, and
even a higher proclivity to commit sexual assault” (Kunst et al,
2019). Those who endorse hostile sexist beliefs may be less
likely to see sexual misconduct as a serious problem or to
view victims of sexual harassment or assault sympathetically.
Hostile sexism may influence the perception of the perpetrators of
sexual assault.

A number of studies have demonstrated how hostile sexism
mobilizes support for populist candidates like Trump (Schaffner
et al,, 2018), policies like Brexit (Green and Shorrocks, 2023)
and voting for parties on the right (de Geus et al, 2022). The
evidence for the role of sexism in moderating attitudes is not
clear cut. Barnes et al. (2020) shows that hostile sexism has
a negative impact on evaluation for candidate accused of sex
scandals but only if the candidate is a woman. Whereas we
only examine sexual misconduct among male candidates, we
hypothesize that:
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H3: Those who hold hostile sexist attitudes are less likely to
punish politicians for sexual misconduct.

Before moving to a discussion of the data and methods, we
briefly discuss the attributes of the sexual misconduct scandal
we use in our conjoint experiment. We draw on the research
summarized in Table I to identify salient attributes about sexual
misconduct scandals (candidate behavior and characteristics).
Table 1 illustrates on the features of the scandal such as the
behavior of politicians, the severity of the allegations and the
attitudes of individuals. While our focus is on how gender attitudes
moderate the impact of sexual misconduct on holding politicians
accountable, we explain our choice of attributes and how they
potentially interact with gender. Because we hypothesize that
gender attitudes will moderate the effect of them, we briefly
describe the reasoning behind each of these attributes.

How politicians respond to the allegations are also important
in influencing responses. Schlenker (1980) theory of impression
management suggests that people anticipate how their behavior
will be seen, and how it will affect others, and then attempt to
mitigate those effects, controlling the outcome. This “impression
management”, denial rather than apologizing, is effective in
reducing the negative consequences of allegations of misconduct
(Sigal et al., 1988). When accusations of sexual misconduct are
easily dismissed, denials of the accusation are seen more favorably
in the eyes of the public than an apology and signs of effective
impression management (Sigal et al., 1988; Costa et al, 2020).
Schlenker (1980) argues that apologies are ineffective because of
this dynamic and create negative consequences for politicians
accused of scandal (Sigal et al., 1988). Other forms of apology, such
as older perpetrators lamenting on the difference in social norms, is
another way of apologizing, though again - this does also represent
an admission of guilt.

Sexual misconduct can be a strong signal to voters that
politicians lack character or are untrustworthy (Doherty et al,
2014). However, these signals can be weak or strong depending
on features of the accusations. We examine two in particular: time
passed since the events and the severity based on the number of
women affected. Studies have shown that the “passage of time is
likely to weaken the extent to which voters view the scandal as a
signal of the politician’s true character” (Doherty et al., 2014, p.
358), and this is particularly true for ‘moral’ scandals, including
those involving sex. The findings on the severity of allegations
summarized in Table 1 points to different conclusions. Using a
conjoint experiment, McAndrews et al. (2019) find that more
extreme accusations (e.g., sexual assault versus comments) do not
necessarily reduce electoral support but that more victims does.
Brandes (2021) finds that more extreme accusations do indeed
attract greater punishment.

Two salient political attitudes in Britain are party affiliation and
Leave/Remain support (Hobolt et al., 2021). The vote to leave the
European Union in 2016 revealed deep social divides, which didn’t
follow traditional party lines (Sobolewska et al., 2019). The slim
margin, along with the divisiveness of the issue has caused the UK
to become “deeply divided on all alternatives to EU membership”,
with no stable majority for any one approach (Dunin-Wasowicz,
2018). Very few people have changed their minds about Brexit,
according to current polling data (Hobolt et al., 2018), and it is
considered that Brexit has given rise to new political identities.
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As with traditional partisan identities, “these newly formed Brexit
identities have consequences for how people view the world” that
impact economics, views on prejudice, and that of nationalism
(Hobolt et al., 2021).

4. Data and methods

The data used in this paper was collected by an online survey
(20-22 May 2019, N = 1802)" using the Dynata panel targeting
a diversity of respondents, representative of the UK as of its
2011 census. We employed a quota sampling method based on
age, gender, and region. The online survey was conducted just
prior to the 2019 European Parliament election. It was the last
European election to be held in the UK before the leaving the
European Union on 31 January 2020. In addition to our conjoint
experiment, we asked respondents a series of questions about
the party preferences, evaluations of government and political
attitudes. Our target sample size for the studyl was 1,500 to allow
us for a minimum detectable effect size of ~5% for a four-level
attribute experiment across five discrete choice tasks. We recruited
beyond this minimum sample size, so we are able to detect smaller
effect sizes.

4.1. Conjoint experiments

Conjoint experiments, also known as discrete choice
experiments (DCEs), are used to measure the value people
place on different attributes of a service or products. Conjoint
experiments allow researchers to estimate the effects of multiple
components at the same time and can closely approximate the
real-world behavioral benchmark (Hainmueller et al, 2014).
The use of conjoint analysis is a common tool for studying
political preferences and “disentangles patterns in respondents’
favourability toward complex, multidimensional objects, such as
candidates or policies” (Leeper et al., 2020, p. 207). The purpose
of this conjoint experiment is to evaluate how people in the UK
judge politicians who have been accused of sexual assault, and how
this judgment impacts their vote choice and candidate likeability.
Through this experiment, we aimed to establish what parameters
are important in the judgement of those accused, as well as how
dimensions like the gender and partisanship of respondents
affected their opinion.

For the experiment, respondents in the online panel were
shown a screen with the prompt: “We would now like to get
your opinion on hypothetical candidates for political office. We
will ask you to choose one of two candidates described. Please
read the descriptions of two potential political candidates.” They
were then shown the profile of two candidates. The two profiles
of candidates for the House of Commons, all with randomized
attributes, included: date of incident (2 years ago, or 20 years ago),
number of women who made accusations of sexual misconduct
(one woman, several women), the response of the candidate to the
allegations made (apologized stating that “times were different”,

1 After missing data from non-response on items has been removed our

sample size is reduced to 1750.
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apologized stating that “what I did was wrong”, and denied
the accusations altogether), their stance on Brexit (campaigned
to leave, campaigned to remain), and his political party (the
Conservative Party, or the Labour Party).

The conjoint experiment allowed for two ways for respondents
to show “candidate preference”. We asked for a binary choice
between the two profiles with the question: “Which of the two
candidates you would personally prefer to see elected to the
House of Commons?” The second asked respondents to rate each
candidate out of 10 (“On a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 indicates “not
at all likely” and 10 indicates “very likely”, what is your likelihood
of voting for candidate 1?”), rating their ‘likelihood of voting” for
each candidate.

Our choice of five attributes about the scandal and the politician
is based on a maximum number of recommended attributes.
Exceeding six or seven attributes entails an increased cognitive
burden put on the respondents, leading to cognitive shortcuts in
evaluating profiles and making choices (Kirkland and Coppock,
2018). There are also certain restrictions for the number of levels
per attribute, as the more levels are inspected, the larger the sample
size should be to detect the statistically significant effects.

Prior to the conjoint experiment, we measured a series of
attitudes to test our hypotheses about the moderating impact of
gender attitudes.

4.2. Gender and masculine/feminine
identities

We use two approaches to measuring gender identity to capture
a fuller range of the identities as a single binary measure may
not be appropriate for all populations. First, we use self-expressed
gender identity using the question: “How would you describe
yourself?”? Second, we move beyond the categorical measure of
gender. Scholars working with survey measures of gender identity
have approached the measurement of non-categorical gender with
the use of two scales that do not impose stereotypical definitions of
femininity and masculinity (Wangnerud et al., 2019).

The question we use is: “We would now like to ask you
questions about gender identity. Any one person—woman or
man—can have feminine and masculine traits. In general, on each
scale, how do you see yourself?” Respondents then assess their
characteristics on two scales, one for masculine and another for
feminine characteristics. Each scale ranges from 1 = “Not at all
feminine/masculine;” to 7= “Very feminine/masculine.” These are
the same scales used by Gidengil and Stolle (2021) to create a

2 The response categories are: “'man”, "woman”, “transgender” and "Do not
identify as male, female or transgender”. This question does not allow for
an expression of identity outside these categories which does not reflect a
more inclusive measure. There were 19 missing responses on the gender
identity question which is similar to the missing cases on region. Thus, we
are confident non-response on this item does not introduce bias. We rely on
the femininity and masculinity scale to capture fluidity of gender because
10 respondents (0.5% of sample) identified as transgender or non-binary.
These latter respondents also were missing on some tasks for the conjoint

experiment and had to be dropped from the analysis.
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bidimensional scale - it contains two different dimensions with
each one measured separately and does not assume that femininity
is the opposite of masculinity. In other words, respondents rate
themselves on both masculine and feminine characteristics and
are not given any instructions as to what constitutes “male” or
“female” characteristics. From the feminine and masculine scales,
we created a categorical measure of polarization in gender identities
similar to Gidengil and Stolle (2021). Respondents scoring high
on masculinity (6, 7) but low on femininity (1, 2) were coded
as “hypermasculine” (n = 417, 25%) while those similarly high
on femininity and similarly low on masculinity were coded as
“hyperfeminine” (n = 428. 25%). We then created categories of
weak femininity (3, 4, 5 on feminine scale and lower than 3 on
masculine scale with n = 328, 19%) and the opposite scores for
weak masculinity (n = 317, 19%). Those who scored themselves
at the center on both scales were coded as undifferentiated (n =
197, 12%).* There is a high correlation between respondents self-
reported categorical gender identity and the bidimensional scale.
Among those who identity as women, 49% are hyperfeminine
[compared to 45% in Gidengil and Stolle (2021), for example] and
34% as weak feminine. Among men, 51% are hypermasculine and
32% are weak masculine.

4.3. Hostile sexism

There is a battery of items from the ambivalent sexism
inventory that measure hostile sexism (Glick and Fiske, 2001).
In the survey we asked three items from the hostile sexism
index: “Women who complain about sexual harassment cause more
problems than they solve”; “For most women, equality means seeking
special favors, such as hiring policies that favor them over men”;
“Most women interpret innocent remarks or acts as being sexist”.
Respondents are asked to express agreement or disagreement with
these items (response categories ranged from “Strongly Agree”
to “Strongly Disagree” with “Neither Agree or Disagree” as the
midpoint. Respondents were also offered a “Don’t Know” option).*
High scores indicate agreement with the statements, and we take
the average agreement with these as a measurement of hostile sexist
attitudes. For the analysis we have created three categories. Those
respondents who were one standard deviation above the mean on
this scale are labeled as high on hostile sexism with this one standard
deviation below the mean are labeled as low on hostile sexism. In
our sample, 31% scored high on hostile sexism while 19% scored
low on hostile sexism.

3 Gidengil and Stolle (2021) use the most extreme categories on the scale
for their hyperfeminine and hyper masculine categories and have a category
of strong identity. We have collapsed their strong and weak into a single
category of weak. They have another mid-category of androgynous to reflect
those who put themselves above the midpoint on both scales. However,
we have placed this in the undifferentiated category to simply the subgroup
analysis for the conjoint experiments. Our distributions are roughly are similar
to those reported in Table 1 of their study.

4  Those who responded “Don’t Know" have been dropped from the

analysis.
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5. Results

Our analysis proceeds by estimating the overall effect of the
attributes and levels from the conjoint experiment analyzing both
discrete choices (left panel of figures) and ranking evaluations
(right panel of figures). For our analysis of the conjoint
experiment, we used the cregg package by Leeper (2020) to
calculate both the average marginal component effects (AMCE)
and the marginal means. The AMCE can be interpreted as
indicators of “causal effect” coefficients. The AMCE is calculated
by taking the average of the marginal component effects (MCEs)
for each level of an attribute, weighted by the proportion of
times that level was included in the experiment. The MCE
is the change in preference score associated with a one-
unit change in an attribute level, holding all other attributes
constant. Thus, the AMCE provides information on the relative
importance of each attribute (relative to the baseline category)
for respondents and can be used to rank the attributes by
importance. The baseline level was the default generated by the
estimation procedure.

We also report the marginal means that how the overall
favourability of an attribute with the mean support (0 to 1).
Marginal means then can provide a descriptive account of the
attributes in our sample and give an indication of the mean
outcome of an attribute, such that means with averages above
the midpoint indicate a positive effect on infection treatment
preference and below the midpoint indicates a negative effect. We
then analyse the impact of attributes for our subgroups of interests
(i.e., gender, polarized gender identities and hostile sexism) to
test our hypothesized moderation impact of gender attitudes. For
subgroup analysis we rely on estimations of the marginal means.
For the subgroup analysis we rely only on the marginal means
because they are the preferred method for comparing sub-group
differences due to the sensitivity of AMCE to the choice of baseline
(Leeper et al., 2020).

Figure 1A shows the average marginal component effects of all
respondents, with each point representing. The left-hand graph,
shows the results of the binary choice question, “Which of the two
candidates would you prefer to see elected?”, and the right-hand
graph shows the results of the questions ‘on a scale of 1 to 10,
where 1 indicates “not at all likely”, and 10 indicates “very likely”,
what is your likelihood for voting for candidate 1?, with a second
identical question asking about candidate 2. The point estimates
show the impact of the effect of each value, relative to the baseline
category, with a confidence interval of 95 per cent. The baseline
comparison point estimates (One woman, Occurred 20 years ago,
Apologized - different times, Campaigned to leave, Conservative
party candidate) have no confidence interval and are controlled at
zero as a comparison for each attribute.

Consistent with our expectations, the severity of the accusations
makes a significant difference to evaluations. The “candidate
preference” graph, starting with the “number of women”, shows
that candidates with accusations by “several women” are rated
much lower than those with accusations by one woman (baseline),
fitting with expectations. Perhaps this is unsurprising, given that
several women making accusations’ gives them more weight
and is also a strong signal about the “poor” character of
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FIGURE 1
(A) Average marginal component effect of sexual harassment accusation of all respondents. Point estimates are ACME, the average change in the
predicted outcome (e.g., likelihood of choosing a candidate, likelihood of voting) associated with a one-unit change in a specific attribute or feature
of a product or candidate, holding all other attributes constant (n = 1750). (B) Marginal Means - Effect of Sexual Harassment accusation of all
respondents. Point estimates are marginal means representing the mean outcome across all appearances of a particular conjoint feature level,
averaging across all other features. The estimates on the left are based on a discrete choice preference between two candidate profiles and the
estimates on the right are ranked preferences of each candidate, across 5 tasks (n = 1750).

the accused. For the “likelihood of voting” graph, the result of voting”, it is entirely under the baseline, showing a fully
is similar, with accusations by “several women” negatively  negative effect.

affecting the respondents vote choice, in comparison to the Consistent with our hypothesized effects, both graphs in
baseline. Whilst the confidence interval is large for “likelihood  Figure 1A show on average that incidents which happened 2 years
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ago impact respondents more negatively than the baseline response

» o«

of a more historic event of “20 years ago”. “Candidate preference”
shows that incidents said to occur 2 years ago are more negative
(-0.07) than the baseline response of “20 years ago”. However, for
the “likelihood of voting” graph, the result for “2 years ago” (—0.04)
does cross the baseline, giving us the chance that the “20 years
ago” response could potentially be more positive when judged on a
rating scale. This is also true of the ‘likelihood of voting’ data, where
events “2 years ago” are again, viewed more negatively (—0.04)
than “20 years ago” on the baseline. However, with the “likelihood
of voting” graph, the confidence interval is wide, crossing the
baseline, meaning that like the “number of women”, this result is
not statistically significant.

However, there are some notable results where our hypotheses
are not supported. First, contrary to impression management
expectations denials are not more successful in mitigating any
negative electoral consequences. Those who apologized and
declared they were wrong had greater support both in terms of
discrete choice and likelihood to vote. Furthermore, the type of
apology mattered. Those who apologized and indicated that times
were different where no more successful in mitigating the negative
consequences of the allegations than those who denied them.
Second, Remain supporters were no more likely to be punished
that Leave supporters indicating that there is no strong indication
of a negative impact of norm violation. This is not a direct test of
the motivated reasoning hypothesis, but we return to a discussion
of how gender attitudes can moderate political affiliations such as
Brexit support and partisanship.

Figure 1B shows reports the marginal means for the same
analysis. The results are similar to the AMCE results in that the
more severe allegations and more recent allegations, reduce support
for the candidate. Given we have estimates of mean support even
for baseline comparisons we can see those who denied allegations
or apologized saying times were difference are equally punished
relative to an apology where the is an admission of guilt. It is
important to recognize that in modeling the likelihood of voting
for each of the accused candidate, i.e., the ranking of each candidate
profile, the marginal mean does not pass the 0.50 threshold or the
midpoint of the scale. Thus, in the experiment, there is overall a
very low likelihood of voting for candidates who have been accused
of any sexual misconduct and we view the forced choice between
the two profiles is really a choice between two candidates where
there is a low likelihood of voting for either.

We next move to our subgroup analysis. Figure 2 shows the
marginal mean estimates from the conjoint analysis, subset by
respondent gender (H1). The left-hand graph, shows the results of
the binary choice question, “Which of the two candidates would
you prefer to see elected?”, and the right-hand graph shows the
results of the questions “on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 indicates ‘not
at all likely, and 10 indicates ‘very likely, what is your likelihood for
voting for candidate 1?7, with a second identical question asking
about candidate 2. The two points, are shown in blue for women
and red for men. To summarize the hypothesized expectations,
women who are more likely to have great personal experiences
of sexual misconduct or feel more threatened, are more likely to
be impacted by the attributes about the severity and recency of
the accusations. Multiple allegations increase the chance that the
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allegations are true and hence they may be more sensitive to these
accusations. We also hypothesize that they also are more negatively
impacted by attempts by the candidate to manage impression
through the denial of accusations.

Consistent with our expectations, in terms of “candidate
preference”, accusations by “several women” have a more negative
impact for women than men. However, these same differences are
not evident for the recency of the event. Contrary to expectations
women are not more sensitive to recency of the event or the
candidate’s response. Men and women are equally likely to hold
politicians accountable (punish) for allegations from 2 years ago
and, even though women have a lower level of mean support
than men for those who denied the allegations, these are not
statistically significant differences. The subgroup differences in
rating the likelihood of voting for each accused candidate shows
very similar results for both men and women. As in Figure 1B, the
lack of statistically significant differences between subgroups also
reflects that there is a low level of support among all respondents
with little variation.

Figure 3 tests for subgroup differences among polarized gender
identities (H2). We expected that those with hypermasculine and
to a lesser extent, hyperfeminine identities would be less impacted
by the accusations. We find some limited evidence in that those
with weak feminine identities are more negatively impacted by
the candidate denying the accusations. However, there are no
significant differences across the number of women making the
accusations or the timing of the events. We do, on the other hand,
see evidence of differences on the political characteristics of the
candidates. Hyperfeminine and hypermasculine are resistant to
the negative consequences of accusations for Conservative party
candidates for those who have campaigned to leave the EU. Those
with weak feminine identities are more positive about Labor party
candidates and those who campaigned to remain in the EU. Thus,
we see some differentiation among the types of attributes and how
they are moderated by gender attitudes. Polarized gender identities
are conditioning the political attributes of the candidates rather
than the attributes of the sexual misconduct itself in terms of
preferred candidates. We come back to this point in the discussion
to consider the links between polarized gender identities in the
context of partisan motivated reasoning.

The marginal means for the likelihood of voting for each
accused candidates are displayed in the lower panel of Figure 3. The
results displayed here are the opposite of what we expected. Those
with more polarized gender identities are less likely to vote for each
candidate regardless of political attributes or the attributes of the
accusations. Those with weak identities have higher rankings than
those with polarized identities but lower than those that we have
labeled as having undifferentiated identities. This is completely
unexpected where even for the political attributes we see the same
differences among the categories of gender identities. We discuss
in the conclusions how this may possibly reflect negative attitudes
about all candidates among those who polarized identities.

Finally, Figure 4 shows the results from the test of subgroup
differences by hostile sexist attitudes (H3). Unlike gender
identities, we do note difference here with, in general, those
holding sexist attitudes being less likely to be impacted by the
accusations. For candidate preferences (the left panel), those

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2023.1064902
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Longdon and Banducci

10.3389/fp0os.2023.1064902

The candidate denied the accusations. -

The candidate apologised by saying what he did was wrong. -

The candidate apologised by saying that times were different then. -

L
Several women accused the candidate of sexual misconduct. - = . =
’ = L L
One woman accused the candidate of sexual misconduct. - = C =
A ° = Man
Was recently accused of sexual misconduct that occured two years ago. - - =
* Woman
-
Was recently accused of sexual misconduct that occured twenty years ago. - = - &
N & > >
The candidate is from the Labour Party. - = . +
& < g . .
The candidate is from the Conservative Party. - = . =
S L 2 L 2
The candidate has campaigned to remain in the EU. - = “ -
L
The candidate has campaigned to leave the EU. - = - 5
040 045 050 055 0.60 275 3.00 3.25 3.50

Candidate Preference

FIGURE 2

Marginal means impact of gender identity on accusation of sexual misconduct. Point estimates are marginal means representing the mean outcome
across all appearances of a particular conjoint feature level, averaging across all other features. The estimates on the left are based on a discrete
choice preference between two candidate profiles and the estimates on the right are ranked preferences of each candidate, across 5 tasks (n = 1750).

Likelihood of Voting

with low levels of hostile sexism prefer candidates who have
apologized and said what they did was wrong whereas those
who have scored high on the hostile sexism index prefer
those who have apologized by saying times were different. For
those low on hostile sexism there are no differences though
between denying and apologizing with times were different.
Interestingly, the baseline effects in Figure 1 showed that apologies
and accepting responsibility were more effective in maintaining
support than denials and this was counter to expectations from
impression management theory. However, in the discrete choice
results in Figure 4 we see that this apology is less effective
among those with hostile sexist attitudes. Therefore, impression
management may only be effective for those high on hostile sexism
because the impression being managed is more consistent with
patriarchal views.

Sexist attitudes also significantly moderate the severity and
recency of the accusations. For example, for those who are high on
hostile sexism the number of women making the accusations makes
less difference to preferences than for those low on sexism. Those
who are low on sexism have a much higher preference for those
candidates who were accused of sexual misconduct by one woman.
A similar pattern is evident for the when the incidents happened.
The timing of the event does not distinguish preferences as strongly
for those with high levels of hostile sexism whereas for low
hostile sexists the date of occurrence has a stronger relationship to
preferences. Again, these results indicate sexist attitudes moderate
preference choices across severity, recency, and candidate response.

The impact of the political attributes of the candidates, their
partisanship and Brexit position, are to some extent moderated by
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sexist attitudes. Those with low levels of sexism, relative to those
in the mid and high categories of hostile sexism, are less likely to
prefer the candidates from the Conservative party and those who
campaigned to remain.

The pattern for the moderating impact of sexism on the
likelihood of voting for each candidate is similar to the other
models tested rankings of candidates in that the attributes are
not conditioned by the gender attitude. However, the pattern is
dissimilar in that sexist attitudes impact where respondents will
vote for a candidate accused of sexual misconduct in general. Those
who score high are the hostile sexism scale are more immune to
the allegations than are those who are in the middle of the scale
and much more than those who score lowest on the hostile sexism
scale. Those respondents lowest on the hostile sexism scale have
the lowest mean probability of voting for each candidate accused of
sexual misconduct regardless of the attributes of the candidate or
the scandal. This demonstrates that hostile sexism lessens the ability
of candidates accused of sexual misconduct to be held accountable.

6. Conclusions

The ability to maintain accountability is central to democratic
legitimacy. Drawing on the strength of conjoint experiments we
examined five attributes of sexual misconduct scandals about the
political dispositions of the candidates and the characteristics
of the scandal itself - to examine how these impact voters
willingness to hold politicians accountable. Work on political
scandals have found that partisan motivated reasoning might
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FIGURE 3

Marginal means impact of polarized gender identities on accusation of sexual misconduct, subset by levels of feminine and masculine identities.
Point estimates are marginal means representing the mean outcome across all appearances of a particular conjoint feature level, averaging across all
other features. The estimates on the left are based on a discrete choice preference between two candidate profiles and the estimates on the right are

ranked preferences of each candidate, across 5 tasks (n = 1750).
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FIGURE 4
Marginal Means Impact of Accusation of Sexual Misconduct on Candidate Preferences, subset by levels of hostile sexism. Point estimates are
marginal means representing the mean outcome across all appearances of a particular conjoint feature level, averaging across all other features. The
estimates on the left are based on a discrete choice preference between two candidate profiles and the estimates on the right are ranked
preferences of each candidate, across 5 tasks (n = 1750).

provide a limitation to whether voters hold politicians accountable.
Our main focus in the conjoint experiment is to examine
whether negative attitudes about women can moderate the
ability of citizens to hold politicians accountable for behavior
that is damaging to women. We recognize that men are also
the victims of misconduct but in this study we have limited
our analysis to perpetrators who are men and vitcims who
are women.

Overall, the results of our conjoint analysis are consistent
with other experiments looking at similar questions in that
we find the severity of the allegations matters — more victims
increase willingness to punish. Apologies matter but contrary
to expectations from impression management apologies and
accepting behavior was wrong increases preferences for a
candidate relative to denial of the accusations. Generally,
we find also, and this is contrary to studies that examine
other types of scandals, that apologies make a difference.
It does not seem to be an effective strategy for politicians
to deny the allegations. Perhaps our results here - that
accepting blame for doing something wrong - reflects the
impact of the #MeToo movement on how people consider
these allegations when calculating voting decisions (at least
under hypothetical and experimental conditions). In terms of
accountability, this finding suggests that while variations in the
type of allegation can be a signal about poor character, apologizing
and admitting to wrongdoing can also be a strong positive signal
about character.
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The answer to the question on whether the electoral
consequences of sexual misconduct scandals are moderated by
gender attitudes is that it depends, the type of gender attitude
and the attribute. Hostile sexism was a strong moderator of
attributes. Largely, those high on hostile sexism were more
immune to the attributes of the scandal than those who were
low on hostile sexism. These findings reflect the growing body
of evidence that sexism can be a foundational attitude in the
dynamics of political preferences. Similar to studies that have
found sexism to drive US presidential choice (Ratliff et al., 2019)
and partisan preferences in Britain (de Geus et al., 2022). It is
also important to reiterate the point that those who would hold
hostile sexist attitudes were less likely to punish candidates in
general. That we find these strong effects for sexism and no
moderating impact of gender identity suggests negative attitudes
about women rather than the attitudes of women are more salient
in explaining resistance to holding politicians accountable in the
#MeToo era.

Finally, it is important to recognize where the type of attribute
did make a difference to whether gender attitudes moderated
the impact of the sexual misconduct. For the most part of
the bidimensional measure of feminine and masculine identity
did not moderate the impact of the scandal except when it
came to the political attributes of the candidates. Those with
more polarized, sex typical identities (i.e., hypermasculine and
hyperfeminine) were less likely to punish Conservative and Leave
supporting candidates. Thus, we see how acceptance of sexual
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misconduct can be tolerated for politicians who hold right wing
views or are consistent with a strong state — views that would be
consistent with defending a traditional patriarchal society. Without
the use of the bidimensional scale we would have concluded
that gender identity has no moderating impact as there were no
significant differences using the categorical measure of gender
identity. Given that polarized gender identities can prevent the
exercise of electoral accountability to further maintain patriarchal
norms in politics, further studies on sexual misconduct scandals
specifically and other political policies that challenge traditional
gender roles should incorporate this bidimensional measure of
gender identities.
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