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Editorial on the Research Topic

Understanding Barriers to Workplace Equality: A Focus on the Target’s Perspective

The workplace continues to be the site of many group-based inequalities, including unequal rates of
participation (e.g., Acker, 2006), biased rewards structures such as promotions and pay gaps (e.g.,
Metcalf, 2009), and discriminatory treatment on a day-to-day basis (e.g., Reskin, 2000). Barriers
to achieving workplace equality can be overt or subtle; direct or indirect; reside in the workplace
itself, or within society more broadly; and affect people from a range of social groups. Existing
research has tended to focus on inequality based on gender (e.g., Barreto et al., 2009; Heilman,
2012) or people’s racial or ethnic background (e.g., Sørensen, 2004). But there are also substantive
bodies of literature examining inequality faced by LGBTQ+ individuals (e.g., Ragins and Cornwell,
2001; Hebl et al., 2002), older or younger employees (Diekman and Hirnisey, 2007), pregnant
women and parents (e.g., Morgenroth and Heilman, 2017; Gloor et al., 2018), those with disabilities
(McLaughlin et al., 2004), and those at the intersection of these and other identities (e.g., Ortiz and
Roscigno, 2009; Holvino, 2010; Tatli and Özbilgin, 2012).

With this Research Topic we have two key aims: (1) to gain a better understanding
of workplace inequality by defining it in a way that is inclusive of all potential forms of
group-based discrimination; and (2) to focus on the target’s perspective: those who are subjected to
discriminatory treatment in the workplace, rather than on those who perpetuate inequality.

We have brought together 11 papers that address these key aims. We deliberately include
research that examines a range of inequalities, including those based on gender, race, age,
LGBTQ+ identities, weight stigma, and their intersections. In doing so, these papers cover a
variety of workplaces, including those of PhD students and post-doctoral researchers in academia;
humanitarian aid workers; and those working in STEM fields. The papers also examine issues of
leadership succession and perceptions of leadership potential; mental health and health programs
in the workplace; and mobilizing support for collective action. We have chosen authors that take a
number of different approaches to researching inequality, including comprehensive reviews of the
literature as well as empirical work encompassing qualitative interviews, experimental studies, and
field studies.

We have two papers that examine issues of inequality within an academic context. Ysseldyk
et al. focus on the mental health of women at the post-doctoral stage of their careers. Using a mixed
methods approach they explore how identity development and lack of control contribute to the
loss of women from academia. Their findings demonstrate the stress and tenuousness experienced
by post-doctoral women and also highlight the potential protective factor of disciplinary identity.
Looking at the start of the academic career pipeline, with a focus on PhD students, Bentley et al.
examine the psychological mechanisms underlying identity construction and how itmay contribute
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to inequality in career outcomes. They demonstrate that the
perceived compatibility of one’s identity with those of leading
members of the profession can play an important role in on-
going professional identity construction and career success.

Further building on issues of fit, two papers examine how
perceptions of fit influence leadership processes more specifically.
With a focus on the persistence of the “old boys club,” Rink et al.
examine how interpersonal fit influences leaders’ perceptions
of their followers’ potential as successors. Across two studies
their results demonstrate that while male leaders ratings of
followers’ potential as successors were positively related to
interpersonal fit (the old boys club), these relationships were
absent for female leaders, suggesting there is not a comparable
“old girls club.” Tresh et al. examine the role of gender and
age stereotypes and their effect on individuals’ job-related
perceptions. Across three studies, results suggest that both gender
and age stereotypes, and their incongruency with job roles, affect
perceptions of: (a) leadership potential; and (b) job fit, and job
appeal. This was particularly the case for older workers and for
women. The paper also clearly demonstrates the importance of
intersectional identities.

We include two papers that look specifically at issues of
inclusion. Sahin et al. make an important distinction between
employees’ perceptions of deep- and surface-level similarity.
They found that perceptions of deep-level dissimilarity to others
in the workplace was associated with lower felt inclusion, while
surface-level similarity did not affect felt inclusion. Rengers et al.
examine perceptions of workplace inclusion in a field study
of lesbian and gay humanitarian aid workers. Their findings
revealed that perceptions of authenticity, but not belonging, are
affected by the inclusiveness practices of their organization and
by their colleagues’ and supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors.
The authors construct a typology of three groups: conscious
first-missioners, authentic realists, and idealistic activists.

In another field study, van Veelen et al. examine the
effects of numerical and normative male dominance in STEM.
They examine the impacts of women in STEM fields being
outnumbered and negatively stereotyped. This “double trouble”
predicted the highest levels of gender identity threat for women,
which in turn, negatively impacted on their work engagement
and career confidence. This was particularly the case for women
with high levels of gender identity. In their theoretical paper,
van Laar et al. further examine negative stereotypes across
multiple groups. Using insights from research into stigma, social
identity, and self-regulation, they provide a model for how
individuals are affected by, and how they regulate, negative
stereotypes in the workplace. They highlight four key processes:
(1) the subtle triggers of workplace identity threat; (2) how
individuals can cope with these threats; (3) factors that mitigate
threat and affect self-regulation; and (4) the hidden costs
of self-regulation.

We include two papers that focus on workplace approaches
to promoting equality. Gündemir et al. provide a review of how
diversity ideologies may affect self-perceptions and workplace
experiences. They demonstrate that for members of racial-ethnic
minority groups, ideologies that are diversity aware (e.g.,
multiculturalism) are more beneficial than ideologies that are
diversity blind (e.g., colorblindness). In contrast, for women,
gender blindness is associated with more positive outcomes than
gender awareness. Täuber et al. examine potential downsides
of workplace health promotion programs. Across three studies
they demonstrate that health promotion programs can increase
attributions of weight controllability, elicit weight stigma, and
induce weight-based discrimination in workplace promotion
decisions. Thus, workplace health promotion programs
may inadvertently promote weight stigma and weight-based
discrimination, particularly when they emphasize notions of
individual responsibility.

Finally, Hardacre and Subašić investigate ways that leaders can
mobilize support for gender equality. Across two experiments,
they demonstrate that evoking a common cause increases
women’s collective action intentions and that male leaders invoke
a higher sense of common cause and collective action intentions
for both men and women, regardless of framing.

We hope that by bringing together research on the different
ways that workplace inequality is manifested—across a range of
different groups and social categories, and their intersection—we
can shed greater light on this issue. From the papers included
in this Research Topic, it is clear that there can be important
similarities and differences in the psychological processes that
are relevant to understanding how discrimination will impact
on different targets. Ultimately, we hope this examination can
lead toward interventions that are more nuanced and better
able to combat inequalities in the workplace and in society
more broadly.
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The Impact of Workplace Health
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Individual Responsibility on Weight
Stigma and Discrimination

Susanne Täuber 1*†, Laetitia B. Mulder 1† and Stuart W. Flint 2
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Over time, there has been a steady increase of workplace health promotion programs

that aim to promote employees’ health and fitness. Previous research has focused

on such program’s effectiveness, cost-savings, and barriers to engaging in workplace

health promotion. The present research focuses on a downside of workplace health

promotion programs that to date has not been examined before, namely the possibility

that they, due to a focus on individual responsibility for one’s health, inadvertently facilitate

stigmatization and discrimination of people with overweight in the workplace. Study 1

shows that the presence of workplace health promotion programs is associated with

increased attributions of weight controllability. Study 2 experimentally demonstrates that

workplace health promotion programs emphasizing individual rather than organizational

responsibility elicit weight stigma. Study 3, which was pre-registered, showed that

workplace health promotion programs emphasizing individual responsibility induced

weight-based discrimination in the context of promotion decisions in the workplace.

Moreover, focusing on people with obesity who frequently experience weight stigma and

discrimination, Study 3 showed that workplace health promotion programs highlighting

individual responsibility induced employees with obesity to feel individually responsible

for their health, but at the same time made them perceive weight as less controllable.

Together, our research identifies workplace health promotion programs as potent

catalysts of weight stigma and weight-based discrimination, especially when they

emphasize individual responsibility for health outcomes. As such, we offer valuable

insights for organizations who aim to design and implement workplace health promotion

programs in an inclusive, non-discriminatory way that benefits all employees.

Keywords: workplace health promotion programs, attribution of controllability, responsibility, weight stigma,

weight-based discrimination, obesity

INTRODUCTION

Decades ago, employees worked in environments where smoking was normal and yoga or going
for a run during office hours was out of the question. Back then, employers would not have thought
about encouraging employees to eat less meat, exercise regularly, and reduce cigarette and alcohol
consumption. However, over the course of the last 30 years the interference of employers with
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their employees’ health and lifestyle gained support and is now
largely considered appropriate (Goetzel et al., 2014). This is partly
due to the aging workforce, which emphasizes the necessity of
sustainable employment and partly due to improved insights into
the contribution of lifestyle to health outcomes. Consequently,
and although the types of intervention and design vary,
workplace health promotion programs (WHPP) have become
common and accepted (Walters, (n.d.); Mattke et al., 2013).
Indeed, the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (2018) state
that “All workplaces, particularly large organizations such as the
NHS and local authorities should address the prevention and
management of obesity, because of the considerable impact on
the health of the workforce and associated costs to industry”
(p. 3). The present research challenges the assumption that such
programs are unanimously beneficial for all parties. Specifically,
many WHPP focus on supporting employees to “manage
their weight” in response to the current agenda relating to
obesity (Public health England, 2018). We propose and test
that such framing of responsibility within WHPP forms a
potent foundation for weight stigma and discrimination in
the workplace. Since experiences of stigma are associated with
decreased mental and physical health (e.g., Puhl and Suh, 2015)
and with an associated increase in healthcare costs (e.g., Osumili
et al., 2016), WHPP might form a cause of what they aim to cure.
The current investigation tests the influence of both the presence
and focus (individual vs. organizational responsibility) of WHPP
on weight stigma and discrimination.

Workplace Health Promotion and Weight

Stigma
Healthy employees are the backbone of sustainable employment
and productivity (e.g., World Health Report; World Health
Organisation, 2002). Given that most people spend two-thirds of
their waking hours at work, the workplace represents a logical
setting to deliver health and wellbeing interventions (Frase and
Gornick, 2012). In alignment, the World Health Organisation
(2010) suggested that in the twenty-first century, the workplace
should form the primary setting for health promotion. Not
surprisingly, therefore, the last thirty years have seen a steady
increase in WHPP (Goetzel et al., 2014). According to the 2012
Employer Health Benefits Survey, 94% of large and 63% of
small employers offered a WHPP (cf. Chen et al., 2015). While
WHPP vary widely in what they target (e.g., disease prevention,
employee wellbeing, or lifestyle and health education; Chen et al.,
2015), the expectation is that they will benefit employers as well
as employees. An area of particular focus for WHPP currently
is employees’ weight status, and in particular the reduction of
weight and the increase of physical activity (e.g., Quintiliani
et al., 2007; Schröer et al., 2013). This focus is in response to the
high and increasing prevalence of overweight and obesity and
associated non-communicable disease across the world (World
Health Organisation, 2017), and an appreciation of the influence
of workplace issues such as sedentary behavior, prolonged sitting
time, and unhealthy food and drink consumption (Schröer
et al., 2013). This is reflected in the WHO’s Global Plan of
Action on Worker’s Health 2008-2017 as cited by Quintiliani

et al. (2007), pp. 7–8: “Health promotion and prevention of
non-communicable diseases should be further stimulated in the
workplace, in particular by advocating healthy diet and physical
activity among workers, and promoting mental health at work...”

Whilst there are benefits to WHPP, we propose that
the current focus on weight that emphasizes employees’
responsibility can inadvertently elicit weight stigma. Weight
stigma refers to negative attitudes toward a person because
of their weight status. People with overweight or obesity are
negatively stereotyped as being weak willed, lazy, unintelligent
and gluttonous (Puhl and Brownell, 2001; Phelan et al., 2014).
Indeed, although a link between prejudice and discrimination
is not always evident, negative attitudes toward people with
overweight and obesity have been associated with biased
treatment (O’Brien et al., 2013). Weight-based discrimination
has been reported across a range of settings and among people
of all ages and backgrounds. For instance, Phelan et al. (2015)
reviewed empirical evidence for obesity stigma in health care
settings, noting that many health care providers hold strongly
negative stereotypes about people with obesity. Aligning with
this observation, weight stigma and discrimination have also
been reported in settings that are critical for the prevention and
treatment of obesity such as exercise (Schvey et al., 2017), and
healthcare facilities (Raves et al., 2016). Relatedly, Tomiyama
et al. (2015) found that, while implicit weight bias decreased,
explicit weight bias increased between 2001 and 2013 among
scientific researchers specializing in obesity and other obesity-
related professionals.

Negative stereotypes about people with obesity also lead
to discrimination in the workplace. For instance, suitability
judgements of applicants in the hiring process or employees for
promotion are lower for applicants with obesity (e.g., Flint et al.,
2016), people with overweight or obesity, on average, earn less
and are more often unemployed (Kim and von dem Knesebeck,
2018). Further, it has been shown that people with obesity are
perceived as possessing less leadership qualities compared to
normal weight counterparts (O’Brien et al., 2008; Flint and
Snook, 2014). In addition, research has reported that employees
with obesity have lower starting salaries, are assessed as being less
qualified, and work longer hours than normal weight employees
(Baum and Ford, 2004; Han et al., 2011). Not surprisingly,
experiences of weight stigma and discrimination also may have
serious adverse effects on mental health, including compromised
psychosocial wellbeing, social isolation, healthcare avoidance,
binge eating, body related shame and guilt, and weight gain and
development of obesity (e.g., Puhl and Suh, 2015; Mensinger
et al., 2018), which can contribute to sickness absence.

The above suggests that, while health promotion in the
workplace is considered a prime tool in supporting employee
health (e.g., World Health Organisation, 2010), the workplace
also is a prime setting where weight stigma and discrimination is
experienced (e.g., Roehling et al., 2007; Bartels and Nordstrom,
2013). With regards to WHPP, systematic reviews examining
their impact on overweight and obesity (Anderson et al., 2009)
and on increasing physical activity (Malik et al., 2014), report
modest improvements or inconclusive results. Building on these
insights and testing the idea that workplace health promotion can
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be a mixed blessing, we propose that WHPP affect employees’
attributions of how controllable weight is, thereby laying the
foundation for weight stigma and discrimination. We expect
this effect to be particularly pronounced for WHPP focusing
on individual rather than organizational responsibility for
health outcomes. Given that weight discrimination is a stressful
experience with a host of negative outcomes on psychological
and physical health (e.g., Quintiliani et al., 2007; Phelan et al.,
2014, 2015), and even increasing mortality risk (Sutin et al.,
2015), understanding the impact of WHPP on weight stigma and
discrimination is important. In the sections below, we provide
greater elaboration for our reasoning on the associations between
WHPP, controllability and responsibility attributions, and weight
stigma.

WHPP, Controllability and Responsibility

Attributions, and Weight Stigma
The design and implementation of WHPP has implications for
who is held responsible for employee health. Scholars note a shift
in focus from occupational health protection to occupational
health promotion, which involves an associated change in
responsibility from employers to employees (Macdonald and
Sanati, 2010). According to Attribution Theory (Weiner, 1985),
how people respond to the negative outcomes of others
depends predominantly on the (assumed) controllability of the
outcome. A large body of research demonstrates that perceived
controllability leads to greater blaming of people for negative
outcomes (Weiner et al., 1988; Crandall and Martinez, 1996;
Weiner, 2000). This is due to a strong link between perceived
controllability and ascribed responsibility for negative outcomes
(Mantler et al., 2003). This basic link has been shown for various
outcomes such as blindness, heart disease, unemployment, AIDS,
alcoholism, divorce and obesity (Weiner et al., 1988; Weiner,
1995).

While many studies show that people blame and stigmatize
others held responsible for a negative outcome (Crandall and
Martinez, 1996; Rudolph and Tscharaktschiew, 2014), recent
research on beliefs about the changeability of attributes suggests
a more complex relationship. Specifically, labeling obesity
as a biologically driven disease on the one hand decreased
anti-fat prejudice through decreasing blame (Burnette et al.,
2017; Hoyt et al., 2017), but on the other hand, increased
anti-fat prejudice through suggesting that people with obesity
have an unchangeable essence. The associations between
controllability, ascribed responsibility, weight-stigma and
weight-based discrimination are thus complex and inconsistent.
Understanding these associations is crucial as they directly affect
public health policy and the design of health messages (Burnette
et al., 2017; Hoyt et al., 2017). Our research contributes to the
literature by examining these associations in the context of
WHPP.

Indeed, scholars have warned that an ethical consideration
highly relevant for WHPP is the risk of blaming the target
(van Berkel et al., 2014). This risk is particularly salient
regarding lifestyle-related topics and is thought to arise from
the focus of most WHPP on the individual employee rather

than on the nature of work and the organization itself (van
Berkel et al., 2014, p. 2). Van Berkel et al. further concluded
that WHPP would contribute to greater individualization of
organizational problems, thereby eroding solidarity. Based on
interviews with different stakeholder groups about occupational
health, van Berkel et al. (2014) found that stakeholders differed
in their view of risk factors in occupational health. Whilst
employees and occupational physicians considered the job and
working conditions as primary risk factors, employers considered
employees’ lifestyle decisions to be primary risk factors. Hence,
employees construe health as the organization’s responsibility,
while employers construe health as the individual employee’s
responsibility. These differences align with the notion that,
different from prevention, in health promotion the responsibility
for health is more ambiguous (Macdonald and Sanati, 2010).
However, because WHPP are generally set-up by employers
rather than by employees, they will often be based on the
perception that occupational health is largely the responsibility
of employees (Meershoek et al., 2010).

This focus on employee responsibility can be manifest in
the type of program organizations implement but also in the
way a WHPP is communicated. Regarding the type of program,
WHPP may contain policies that encourage employees to engage
in healthy behaviors. For example, providing education about
healthy choices regarding food and drinks or providing access
to sport facilities. As such, the responsibility of organizations to
provide a working environment that inherently evokes health
and healthy behaviors (e.g., making the canteen 100% healthy,
giving the staircase a more prominent place than the elevator),
may be overlooked. With regard to the way the organization
communicates a program, a WHPP may be framed in terms
of employee or organizational responsibility. For example,
organizations may communicate that healthy food in the canteen
is meant to encourage employees to make healthy choices
(which taps into employee responsibility of making healthy
choices). By contrast, they could also communicate that healthy
food offered in the canteen prevents employees from being
seduced into unhealthy eating (which taps into the organization’s
responsibility of creating a health-promoting environment).

Overview articles reviewing WHPP that aimed at weight
reduction specifically indeed list the above factors as parts of
the reviewed programs (e.g., Schröer et al., 2013). Importantly,
these authors also note that “The evaluated interventions were
implemented at individual, organizational or combined level with
a majority of interventions that were individually focused” (p. 9).
We argue that a focus on employee responsibility will contribute
to the belief that obesity is controllable. As controllability
beliefs are associated with higher weight stigma (e.g., Teachman
et al., 2003; Flint et al., 2017), such a focus can be expected
to result in stigmatization and discrimination toward people
with overweight or obesity (e.g., Crandall and Martinez, 1996;
Crandall et al., 2001; Mantler et al., 2003).

The Present Research
Aiming to test the effects of WHPP on controllability, weight
stigma and discrimination, we conducted three studies. As an
initial test, Study 1 examined the impact of WHPP Presence

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 November 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 22069

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Täuber et al. Weight Stigma in Workplace Health

on controllability attributions for weight. Study 2 extended the
first study’s findings by experimentally varying WHPP Presence
and WHPP Focus (emphasizing individual vs. organizational
responsibility) and examining their impact on weight stigma.
Study 3 (pre-registered) further extended this to weight-based
discrimination in the context of promotion decisions, and the
impact of WHPP Focus on weight bias internalization among
employees with overweight and obesity in particular, thereby
shedding light on the potential targets’ perspective.

All three studies presented in this article were carried
out in accordance with the recommendations of the Ethical
Commission of the Behavioral Research Lab of the Faculty of
Economics and Business (University of Groningen) with written
informed consent from all subjects. All subjects gave written
informed consent in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

STUDY 1

As a first test of our ideas, we conducted a survey, measuring
the presence of a WHPP in the organization that people are
employed and controllability perceptions of overweight. We
hypothesized that weight is perceived as more controllable when
a WHPP is present as opposed to when it is absent (Hypothesis
1).

Methods
Participants and Procedure
After we instructed M-Turk to recruit 250 respondents, 255 M-
Turk workers completed an online survey. Of these, 38% were
from non-western countries. Considering that WHPP are more
specific forWestern countries and that, in non-western countries,
due to a lower prevalence of overweight, there is likely a lower
focus on weight in public discourse and WHPP, we decided to
include respondents from North-America and Western Europe
only. Respondents first answered control questions regarding
their employment and size of their organization. We excluded
11% who did not work in an organization (but were self-
employed or unemployed). This left a sample of 131 respondents
(57 female; Mage= 35.2, SDage= 9.24), which gave us a power of
0.95 for detecting medium effects of r = 0.30 in a one-sample
correlation (for the size of our main finding, a correlation of
0.20, the power was 0.64). First, the presence of a WHPP was
measured and control questions were asked about respondents’
involvement with the WHPP and its implementation. Then,
perceived controllability of a range of life events, among which
health-related events, was measured.

Measurements
To assess the presence of a health program, the following question
was asked, “At the organization where you work, is there a
health program installed?” Possible answers were “yes,” “no,”
and “I don’t know.” The answers “no” and “I don’t know”
were collapsed, so that the value “1” stood for “WHPP present”
(N = 63) and “0” for “not aware of a WHPP being present”
(N = 68).

To assess controllability of health, respondents were presented
with several life events and for each event were asked to indicate

to what extent they thought it was under people’s control or
determined outside of a person’s control. Answers were given
in percentages, with 100% representing an event perceived to
be completely within a person’s control, and 0% representing
an event perceived to be completely outside a person’s control.
In total, four health-related events were presented: “becoming
overweight,” “being overweight,” “getting cancer,” and “getting
a burnout.” Controllability of becoming overweight and being
overweight were highly correlated (r = 0.81) and were therefore
combined into one index representing the controllability of
overweight. The health-related events were embedded in 12 filler
events unrelated to health, such as “being unemployed,” “having
children,” and “winning an Olympic medal.” We included these
filler items to examine whether the presence of a WHPP affects
controllability attributions in general or affects controllability
attributions of health-related outcomes specifically. The non-
health related filler items were combined into one scale as
a measure of controllability of non-health related life events
(α = 0.79). The events were presented in a randomized order.

Results
Table 1 provides descriptive statistics and correlations. WHPP
presence was only significantly associated with perceptions of
the controllability of overweight indicating that respondents
who reported that a WHPP was present in their organization
perceived overweight as more controllable (r = 0.20, p = 0.02,
Cohen’s d = 0.41). By contrast, WHPP presence was only
marginally associated with perceived controllability of cancer
(r = 0.15, p = 0.09, Cohen’s d = 0.30) and of non-health events
(r = 0.16, p = 0.06, Cohen’s d = 0.32). It was unrelated to
perceived controllability of burnout.

Upfront we had determined that, to test whether WHPP
presence influenced controllability perceptions, we needed to
control for alternative variables that could explain this relation,
namely those variables that correlated both withWHPP presence
and controllability perceptions. As shown by Table 1, WHPP
presence was correlated with organization size, own use of
WHPP and involvement in implementing the WHPP. While
these variables could not explain the relation between WHPP
presence and perceived controllability of overweight (as they
did not correlate with perceptions of the controllability of
overweight), they could explain the marginal relations between
WHPP presence on the one hand and controllability perceptions
of cancer and controllability perceptions of non-health events on
the other hand. To test whether this was the case, we performed
a univariate ANCOVA with the presence of a WHPP program as
independent variable, perceptions of the controllability of cancer
as the dependent variable, and own use and involvement in
implementation as covariates. This showed no effect of presence
of WHPP program, F(1, 129) = 0.99, p = 0.32, Cohen’s d = 0.18;
only the effect of involvement in theWHPP implementation (the
more involved, the more cancer was perceived as controllable)
was significant, F(1, 129) = 5.85, p = 0.02, Cohen’s d = 0.43.
An equivalent ANCOVA was performed on controllability
perceptions of non-health events, revealing no effect of health
program F(1, 127) = 0.23, p = 0.63, Cohen’s d = 0.002. Again,
only the effect of involvement in the HP implementation (the
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlations for Study 1.

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Control variables 1. Gender (1 = female) 0.44 (0.50) 1.00

2. Age 35.2 (9.24) −0.03 1.00

3. BMI −0.15 0.27** 1.00

4. Size organization (9-point scale) 5.95 (2.16) −0.12 0.16+ 0.08 1.00

5. Own use of Health Program 2.31 (1.29) 0.12 0.01 −0.12 0.06 1.00

6. Involvement in implementing HP 1.97 (1.30) 0.01 −0.22** −0.20 −0.14 0.67** 1.00

IV 7. Health program present (1 = yes) 0.48 (0.50) 0.05 0.08 0.03 0.25** 0.53** 0.30** 1.00

DV’s 8. Controllability overweight* 73.1 (22.6) 0.08 0.09 −0.11 0.02 0.06 −0.03 0.20* 1.00

9. Controllability burn-out* 57.8 (26.1) 0.10 0.14 0.01 −0.02 0.08 0.06 0.02 0.16 1.00

10. Controllability cancer* 24.3 (23.1) 0.04 −0.09 −0.01 0.12 0.17* 0.27** 0.15+ 0.10 0.17+ 1.00

11. Controllability non-health events* 56.7 (15.0) 0.08 −0.15+ −0.11 0.01 0.28** 0.31** 0.16+ 0.48** 0.43** 0.32**

*In percent (%). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

more involved, the more non-health event were perceived as
controllable) was significant, F(1, 127) = 4.33, p = 0.04, Cohen’s
d = 0.37. Thus, the additional analyses demonstrated that the
marginal effects ofWHPP presence on controllability perceptions
of cancer and non-health related life events disappeared when
controlling for involvement in implementation and own use of
the WHPP.

Overall, these results suggest that WHPP presence is only
related to perceived controllability of overweight and that this
cannot be explained by other variables as measured in this study,

Discussion
Findings show that the mere presence of a WHPP in
organizations was associated with employees’ perceptions that
overweight is more controllable. This association was not evident
for burnout, and the marginally significant relation between
presence of a WHPP and controllability of cancer and non-
health related events was fully explained by employees’ own
involvement in implementing a health program. Thus, the
association between WHPP presence and health-related events
was unique for weight. This supports Hypothesis 1 that weight
is perceived as more controllable when a WHPP is present
compared to when a WHPP is absent. Findings further suggest
that the effect of WHPP presence is less pronounced for other
health outcomes. One might speculate whether this effect is
due to the visibility of a health outcome which has appeared
to affect attributions of controllability and responsibility (e.g.,
Weiner et al., 1988). It may also be the case that, in line with
our reasoning, most WHPP entail policies that are overweight-
relevant and incorporate activities that tap into the controllability
of weight. In sum, Study 1 provides initial evidence for the
proposition that the mere presence of aWHPP affects employees’
perceptions of the controllability of weight.

STUDY 2

Whilst the correlational patterns in Study 1 support the
hypothesis that weight is perceived as more controllable when a
WHPP is present compared to when it is absent, the relationship

between WHPP and weight stigma was not examined. In
addition, causal relationships were not established. In Study 2, we
again included ameasure of controllability perceptions. However,
we specifically aimed to investigate the proposed causal effects
of WHPP presence on weight stigma. We hypothesized that
weight stigma would be higher when a WHPP is present than
when a WHPP is absent (Hypothesis 2). Based on our reasoning
that weight stigma results mostly from a WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility, we also tested the difference between a
WHPP emphasizing individual vs. organizational responsibility.
We hypothesized that weight stigma would be higher when
a WHPP emphasizes individual as opposed to organizational
responsibility for employees’ health (Hypothesis 3).

Methods
Participants and Design
We ran this experiment in the lab of a European university
among undergraduate business students who participated in
exchange for course credits. We aimed to reach 120 respondents,
but used the end of the scheduled period as a the stopping
rule. Ninety-six students (34 female; Mage= 20.4, SDage= 2.28)
participated. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
four conditions, namely No WHPP (N = 25), WHPP without
responsibility information (N = 24), WHPP emphasizing
organizational responsibility (N = 23), and WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility (N = 24). The first two conditions
are thus comparable with Study 1, as they represent the
presence of WHPP (no vs. yes), while the last two conditions
allow comparison of WHPP emphasizing either individual or
organizational responsibility.

Procedure
First, participants answered questions about their gender, age,
weight and height (which were later used to calculate their BMI
by dividing people’s weight in kilos by their height in meters,
squared). Then, participants were presented with a declaration
about health, ostensibly from their university. Participants were
informed that their university was in the process of further
developing this declaration, and wanted to present it to various
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stakeholders, including students. They were further told that
the university would like to hear their opinion about it. The
hypothetical declaration served to manipulate the presence and
the focus of a WHPP. Students read the declaration and were
asked to provide their opinion about it in an open question.
Afterwards, they were asked to engage in a task supposedly
unrelated to the health declaration they just read. Specifically,
they read about a new study examining how people perceive each
other, before completing a “picture task,” which served as the
measure of weight stigma. Participants’ then completed questions
relating to the controllability of overweight.

Manipulation of Health Program
TheAppendix provides a detailed overview of the manipulations
used in this research. In all conditions, the declaration stated,
“The University deems it important that employees and students
are healthy, have good condition and are not overweight.” In
the no WHPP condition, only this declaration was provided. In
the three conditions where a WHPP was present, participants
also read that the university would implement several policies
to promote the health of employees and students. Policies that
could credibly be implemented were chosen with both a focus on
individual and organizational responsibility. These were adapting
the building to make the stairs more prominent and the elevator
a less prominent, provide healthy food in the canteen, and
provide more sports facilities. In the WHPP condition without
responsibility information, this was all that respondents read.
In the WHPP conditions with information about responsibility,
the policies were explained in more detail. This differed
between the WHPP emphasizing individual responsibility and
the WHPP emphasizing organization responsibility with regard
to emphasizing how the policies were a matter of effort of
the individual employee or student, or of the organization.
For example, when explaining adaptions to the building, in
the WHPP emphasizing individual responsibility condition,
participants read, “In this way, people will be motivated to take
the stairs instead of the elevator.” In the WHPP emphasizing
organization responsibility condition, participants read, “In this
way, taking the stairs becomes the more “logical option” and
people automatically will be more inclined to take the stairs
instead of the elevator.” Likewise, there was a difference in
the declaration conclusion, where participants read, “As such,
the university appeals to their employees and students to take
responsibility for fostering their own health” when the WHPP
emphasized individual responsibility and “As such, the university
takes her responsibility to foster the health of their employees
and students” when the WHPP emphasized organization
responsibility.

Measures

Weight stigma
Weight stigma was measured by a picture task in which the items
of the shortened version of the Fat Phobia scale (Bacon et al.,
2001) were used. Participants were shown pictures of two persons
of which they were asked to imagine that these people were their
lecturers. The picture on the left was of a woman with overweight
and the picture on the right was of a woman without overweight.
The pictures were drawn from a “before-after” image on the

internet of the same person (see the Appendix for the pictures
that are anonymized for the purpose of this paper). A pilot test
had shown that the woman on the left was indeed perceived as
overweight and the woman on the right was not. In addition,
the woman with overweight was perceived to be friendlier, less
attractive, and younger, although these effects were smaller, and
some at the advantage of the woman with overweight. The two
women did not differ in perceived competence and dressing style
(see Appendix for pilot details).

Participants were asked to imagine that these women were
their lecturers and were presented with “several attributes that a
university lecturer could possess.” For each attribute, participants
were asked to indicate whether this attribute fitted the woman
on the left or the woman on the right the most. This was done
on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = only applicable to the woman on
the left, 4 = equally applicable to both, 7 = only applicable to
the woman on the right). A number of attributes were presented,
among which were 14 Fat Phobia items: industrious, will power,
attractive, slow, endurance, active, weak, self-indulgent, likes
food, insecure, high self-esteem, well-shapely, overeats, good
self-control. As a lower score reflected a stronger association
of the attribute with the woman with overweight, the negative
items (slow, weak, self-indulgent, likes food, insecure, overeats)
were reverse coded. After these 14 items were averaged into
one scale (α = 0.84), a high score on this measure reflected
weight stigma. Another item, namely “capable as a teacher,” was
included to test whether weight stigma would manifest itself in
biased perceptions specific for the context of students evaluating
teachers.

Controllability attributions
Two questions assessed respondents’ beliefs about the
controllability of weight (“People have little influence on
their weight” and “Overweight is something that people cannot
change themselves”). These items were reverse coded and
combined into a single index of controllability (r = 0.37, p <

0.001), with higher values indicating greater perceived weight
controllability.

BMI
For exploratory reasons, participants were asked to fill in their
height and weight and, from this, BMI was calculated. Mean BMI
was 22.26 kg/m2 (SD = 2.42), with a minimum of 18.01 kg/m2

and a maximum of 30.19 kg/m2. Of the respondents, 87.5% had
no overweight (BMI < 25 kg/m2), 11.5% had overweight (BMI
between 25 and 29.9 kg/m2), and 1% had obesity (BMI ≥ 30
kg/m2).

Results
Analytic Strategy
We performed one-way ANOVA’s with post-hoc LSD tests to
compare all four conditions. Power analyses for this analysis
showed a power of 0.50 to detect a medium effect size. Results
of these analyses are presented in Table 2 and explained in more
detail in the following paragraph. To disentangle the effect of
WHPP presence (investigated in Study 1) and the focus of the
WHPP, and tomake it easier to explore withmore power whether
the effects of these factors were moderated by BMI, we computed
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two additional factors from the experimental conditions, namely
WHPP Presence and WHPP Focus. For WHPP Presence, a
dichotomous variable was constructed contrasting the noWHPP
condition with the other three conditions collapsed, thereby
corresponding to the absence (0) vs. presence (1) of aWHPP. For
WHPP Focus, the WHPP emphasizing individual responsibility
condition was coded as “1,” the no WHPP condition and
the WHPP conditions without responsibility information were
coded as “0,” and the WHPP organizational responsibility was
coded as “−1.” Thus, a higher score reflected an emphasis
on individual responsibility. Correlations of these two factors
with other variables are shown in Table 3. Power analysis for
correlations showed a power of 0.86 to find a medium effect size
of r = 0.30.

Weight Stigma
A one-way ANOVA was performed to test the influence of
the different conditions on weight stigma. This showed an
overall marginally significant effect of condition, F(3, 92) = 2.45,
p = 0.069, η2

= 0.07. LSD post-hoc analyses showed that
weight stigma was significantly higher in the WHPP individual
responsibility condition (M = 5.58, SD = 0.68), compared
to the WHPP organization responsibility condition (M = 5.10,
SD = 0.72) (p = 0.015, Cohen’s d = 0.69) and compared to the
noWHPP program condition (M= 5.16, SD= 0.54), (p= 0.032,
Cohen’s d = 0.68). The condition in which the WHPP contained
no responsibility information (M = 5.27, SD = 0.58) did not
differ from the other conditions, all p’s> 0.11 and all Cohen’s d <

0.50. Table 3 further shows that weight stigma was affected by the
focus of the WHPP (r = 0.27, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.56) and
not by the mere presence of aWHPP (r= 0.08, Cohen’s d= 0.16,
n.s.). Together, these results suggest that the presence of a WHPP
does not necessarily contribute to weight stigma; however, when
WHPP emphasize individual responsibility this does contribute
to weight stigma.

Impact of BMI
We also explored whether the effect of WHPP Presence or
WHPP Focus on weight stigma depends on someone’s own BMI.
We performed a regression analysis with weight stigma as the
dependent variable and WHPP presence, BMI (standardized)
and the interaction term as independent variables. This model
was significant, F(3, 95) = 2.77, p= 0.046 and rendered a marginal
main effect of BMI, β = −0.19, p = 0.07, Cohen’s d = 0.39,
and a significant BMI × WHPP presence interaction, β = 0.25,
p= 0.02, Cohen’s d= 0.50. This interaction is plotted in Figure 1.
Simple slopes analyses showed that weight stigma increased due
to WHPP Presence, but only in participants with a relatively
high BMI (β = 0.33, p = 0.02, Cohen’s d = 0.51) and not
participants with a relatively low BMI (β = −0.11, p = 0.43,
Cohen’s d = 0.16). More specifically, the shape of the figure
shows that, in absence of a WHPP, weight stigma is lower among
people with a high BMI than among those with a low BMI, and
that the presence of a WHPP increase the weight stigma up to
the same level as the low BMI participants’ weight stigma. We
performed a similar regression for WHPP Focus. This rendered
a significant overall model, F(3, 95) = 3.96, p = 0.01, a marginal

main effect of BMI, β=−0.16, p= 0.099, Cohen’s d= 0.35, and a
marginally significant BMI×WHPP focus interaction, β = 0.19,
p= 0.06, Cohen’s d= 0.40. This interaction is plotted in Figure 2.
Simple slopes analyses showed that weight stigma was affected by
WHPP Focus, but only in participants with a relatively high BMI
(β = 0.47, p = 0.002, Cohen’s d = 0.68) and not participants
with a relatively low BMI (β = 0.06, p= 0.67, Cohen’s d = 0.09).
Hence, when the focus does not lie on individual responsibility,
people with a high BMI experience lower levels of weight stigma
than people with a low BMI. But an individual focused WHPP
increased the level of weight stigma up to the same level of the
low BMI participants’ weight stigma.

The results suggest that participants reported more weight
stigma when exposed to WHPP emphasizing individual
responsibility. Also, people with a higher BMI reported more
weight stigma both when aWHPPwas present and when exposed
to WHPP emphasizing individual responsibility compared to
people with a lower BMI.

Other Weight-Biased Perceptions
We tested the influence of the experimental conditions on
students’ work-related biased perceptions in the context of
teaching. Hence, we performed a one-way ANOVA to examine
the item “capable as teacher” as dependent variable. There
was an overall significant effect, F(3, 92) = 3.94, p = 0.01,
Cohen’s d = 0.70. Means and post-hoc differences are presented
in Table 2 (Cohen’s d of the largest significant difference
was 0.93 and Cohen’s d of the smallest significant difference
was 0.58). These results indicate that the WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility increased work-context related biased
perceptions toward a person with overweight, compared to all
other conditions. Table 3 shows that the bias regarding capability
as a teacher was affected by both the presence (r = 0.21, Cohen’s
d= 0.43) and the focus of theWHPP (r= 0.25, Cohen’s d= 0.52).
This result suggests that implementing a WHPP, especially when
it emphasizes individual responsibility, induces people to regard
people with overweight as less suitable for a specific job.

We also investigated whether the influence ofWHPP presence
and focus on biased perceptions of capability as a lecturer
depended on respondents’ own BMI. This was not the case, as
the regression analyses did not show any (marginally) significant
interactions between BMI and WHPP (presence or focus).

Controllability
A one-way ANOVA was performed to test the influence of the
experimental conditions on attributions of the controllability
of weight. This showed an overall marginally significant effect
of condition, F(3, 92) = 2.48, p = 0.066, Cohen’s d = 0.59.
LSD post-hoc analyses showed that respondents perceived
overweight, compared to the condition without a WHPP, to be
more controllable in the WHPP-no responsibility information
condition (Cohen’s d = 0.52) and in the WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility condition (Cohen’s d = 0.72). WHPP
Focus did not affect perceived controllability of weight. This
aligns with Table 3, which shows that attributions of the
controllability of weight were significantly influenced by the
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TABLE 2 | Means and standard deviations per experimental condition for Study 2.

Condition Weight stigma Overweight bias—capable as teacher Controllability perceptions

No WHPP 5.16a (0.54) 4.28b (0.98) 5.46b (1.30)

WHPP—no responsibility information 5.27ab (0.58) 4.63b (0.97) 6.04a (0.88)

WHPP—organization responsibility 5.10a (0.72) 4.48b (0.99) 6.00ab (1.12)

WHPP—individual responsibility 5.58b (0.68) 5.21a (1.02) 6.21a (0.67)

Within columns, subscripts that share a letter do not differ significantly.

TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and correlations for Study 2.

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Control variables 1. Gendera 1.35 (0.48)

2. Age 20.40 (2.48) 0.06

3. BMI 22.26 (2.42) −0.15 0.37**

IVs 4. WHPP Presenceb 0.74 (0.44) 0.09 −0.18 0.03

5. WHPP Focusc 0.01 (0.70) −0.20 0.06 0.03 0.01

DVs 6. Weight stigma 5.30 (0.61) 0.10 −0.08 −0.12 0.08 0.27**

7. Bias—Capability as a teacher 4.65 (1.04) −0.08 −0.15 −0.11 0.21* 0.25* 0.40**

8. Controllability 5.92 (1.05) 0.00 0.09 −0.03 0.26* 0.07 0.25* 0.40**

a1 = male, 2 = female.
b1 = yes (N = 71), 0 = no (N = 25).
c1 = individual (N = 24), 0 = no WHPP/ WHPP no information (N = 25 and N = 24, respectively), −1 = organizational (N = 23). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 1 | Simple slopes for the effect of WHPP Presence on weight stigma,

moderated by respondents’ BMI, Study 3.

WHPP Presence (r = 0.26, Cohen’s d = 0.54) rather than by
WHPP Focus.

Discussion
Study 2 varied the presence of a WHPP and its focus on
individual or organizational responsibility for health in a higher
education institution. In line with the findings of Study 1, the
mere presence of a WHPP led to higher perceived controllability
of weight. While controllability perceptions were not influenced

by theWHPP’s focus on individual or organization responsibility,
in line with predictions, WHPP focus (and not so much
the mere presence of WHPP) did affect weight stigma.
Respondents displayed significantly more weight stigma when
the WHPP emphasized individual responsibility compared to
organizational responsibility for health. WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility also elicited a more particular work-
related bias against people with overweight, namely with regard
to capability as a lecturer.

Thus, consistent with our reasoning, to the extent that
workplace health promotion emphasizes individual rather than
organizational responsibility for employee health, weight stigma
is evoked. Arguably, stigmatizing thoughts and biases about
people with overweight is not the same as discriminatory
behaviors toward people with overweight. However, in line with
previous research (e.g., O’Brien et al., 2008; Flint et al., 2016),
it is expected that biases about people with overweight lead to
discriminatory behavior. After all, there is ample evidence that
both conscious and unconscious biases about certain groups lead
to discriminatory behavior towardmembers of these groups (e.g.,
Phelan et al., 2014). To test this, Study 3 aimed to examine the
effects of WHPP Focus on weight-based discrimination in the
context of a promotion decision. This study tests the expectation
that people show greater weight discrimination when exposed
to WHPP that endorse individual compared to organizational
responsibility for health (Hypothesis 4).

Another interesting finding of Study 2 was that, while, in
absence of a WHPP, people with a high BMI showed less
weight bias than people with a low BMI, the WHPP changed
this. The presence of a WHPP, especially the WHPP that
emphasizes individual responsibility, increased the weight stigma
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FIGURE 2 | Simple slopes for the effect of WHPP Focus on weight stigma, moderated by respondents’ BMI, Study 3.

only among people with a high BMI up to the same level
as people with a low BMI. This finding suggests that the
perspective of potential targets of weight stigma in the workplace
warrants greater attention. WHPP that emphasize individual
responsibility, might lead to people with a high BMI perceiving
that they are to be blamed for their weight, thereby inducing
self-stigmatization or weight bias internalization (Durso and
Latner, 2008). Therefore, in Study 3 we aimed to explore
the target’s perspective. Thus far, we have focused on those
making the judgments; however, in Study 3 we also test the
effect of WHPP on weight bias internalization amongst people
with overweight or obesity. Specifically, Study 3 tests the
prediction that people report more weight bias internalization
after exposure to a WHPP emphasizing individual compared
to organizational responsibility (Hypothesis 5a) and that this
effect is more pronounced in people with a high rather than
low BMI (Hypothesis 5b). Note that the statistical power of
Study 2 is rather low, and results should therefore be interpreted
with caution. We sought to recruit more respondents to reach
adequate statistical power in Study 3. To achieve sufficient
variance in respondents’ weight-status, that would allow testing
the effects of WHPP Focus on employees with overweight and
obesity, we aimed for a large sample of US citizens.

STUDY 3

Methods
Study 3 was pre-registered. A link to the complete pre-
registration of the hypothesis and procedures with regard
to sampling, stopping rule and data-analysis can be viewed
at https://osf.io/69qmc/?view_only=None by clicking “view
registration form.” All procedures as described in themethod and
result section are in accordance with this pre-registration.

Participants and Design
The experiment was posted onMTurk as a study about “Decision
Making in HR” and people who worked in HR were especially
encouraged to participate. Payment was $3 plus a chance to
win a $10 bonus. Two hundred and fifty-one MTurk users who
were employed and located in the US participated in the study.
They were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2 (WHPP
Focus: individual vs. organizational) between-subjects factor
by 2 (Candidate Weight-Status: normal weight vs. overweight)
within-subjects factor design. Thirteen respondents (5.2%) did
not seriously engage with the writing task that was part of
manipulating WHPP Focus and were removed from further
analyses. This left a sample of 238 respondents (52% male;
Mage= 35.76, SDage= 10.15), of whom 21% worked in HR, either
currently or in the past. Seventy-one (71) percent had at least
some experience with hiring people (varying from “a little” to “a
great deal”). Amongst the respondents, 10% reported high school
as their highest level of education, 23% “some college,” 12% a 2-
year college degree (Associates), 42% a 4-year college degree (BA,
BS), 10% a master’s degree, and 3% a doctoral or a professional
degree.

Procedure
All materials for this study, including the manipulations and
measures, can be found in the Appendix. Respondents were
asked to take the role of the HR manager in “Sturdation”,
a big construction company. In this role, their first task was
to write a statement about a WHPP that Sturdation was
planning to implement. This task and the preparation for
the task served to manipulate WHPP Focus. In preparing
respondents for the writing task, they were informed that
Sturdation decided to implement aWHPP. After introducing the
content of the program and Sturdation’s viewpoint on who is
responsible for employee health (individual vs. organization), a
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manipulation check question was asked. The envisioned WHPP
and Sturdation’s viewpoint on health were then repeated and
respondents were asked to write a persuasive text for the advisory
board of Sturdation. They were instructed to make the viewpoint
of Sturdation clear, convince the supervisory board of this
viewpoint, and explain how the measures being implemented in
the WHPP align with Sturdation’s viewpoint. Respondents could
not continue with the survey if they wrote a text shorter than 180
characters. This was not part of the instructions, and respondents
only became aware of this if they tried to continue with a text
of less than 180 words. After writing this text, respondents were
asked three questions about their agreement with the WHPP and
their satisfaction with Sturdation. These questions were intended
to let the manipulation sink in and were not part of hypotheses
testing.

In the second task, which served as the dependent measure
of weight-based discrimination, respondents took an advisory
role in an internal application procedure for the vacancy of
senior policy advisor with advising on international branding
as main responsibility. They saw a short CV and photo of two
candidates named Lucy and Megan (see Attachment)1. For half
of the respondents, a photo of a women with overweight was
coupled with Lucy’s CV and a photo of a woman with normal
weight was coupled with Megan’s CV. For the other half of the
respondents, this was the other way around. We used the same
photos as in the weight stigmatization task in Study 2. The order
that the candidates were presented, as well as whether Lucy
or Megan was with overweight, was randomized. Respondents
indicated the hireability of each candidate. A suspicion probe
was presented that asked respondents to write down what
they thought the research question was for this study. Then,
respondents completed measures of weight bias internalization,
two measures of perceived controllability of weight, and a second
manipulation check. Finally, demographic questions were asked,
amongst which was weight and height.

Manipulation WHPP
Depending on the experimental condition, respondents read
different information about the WHPP and Sturdation’s
viewpoint on employee health. In the text below, the individual
responsibility instruction is in brackets and the organizational
responsibility instruction is in Italics:

“The Workplace Health Promotion Program is based on the
viewpoint that the health of an employee is the responsibility of
the organization (each individual employee). This is because the
health of a person is very much influenced by the environment

he/she lives and works in, in terms of availability of healthy food

and opportunities to exercise (his/her own behavior in terms of
eating an exercise). Therefore, the task of Sturdation is to offer

a healthy work environment (encourage employees to take their
responsibility).”

1In a pilot study (N = 56) designed to create the materials for this study, a paired
sample t-test revealed no differences in hireability ratings between these two CV’s,
t(55) = 1.05, p= 0.30.

The WHPP’s content in both conditions concerned four actions,
namely healthy food in the canteen, taking the stairs rather than
the elevator, offering a health check, and influencing employees’
movement in the office while at work. The implementation
of these actions differed between conditions. In the individual
responsibility condition, the actions were aimed at encouraging
employees to behave in healthy ways, while the actions in the
organizational responsibility condition were aimed at adapting
the working environment so that it evoked healthy behavior
amongst employees. In addition, the action of offering a health
check differed between conditions where, in the individual
responsibility condition, follow-up actions on the health check
were at the cost of the employee, whilst in the organization
responsibility condition, follow-up actions were covered by the
organization. The actions as described in the two different
conditions are presented in the Appendix.

Measurements

BMI
BMI was calculated in the same way as in Study 2. For two
respondents this rendered a missing value, as there was doubt
about the unit they used to fill in their height or weight. Mean
BMI was 27.19 kg/m2 (SD = 6.18), with a minimum of 16.65
kg/m2 and a maximum of 53.16 kg/m2. Of the respondents,
40.3% were without overweight (BMI < 25 kg/m2), 33.4% with
overweight (BMI between 25 and 29.9 kg/m2), and 26.4% with
obesity (BMI ≥ 30 kg/m2).

Manipulation checks
We checked the WHPP manipulation with two questions.
Specifically, respondents were asked, “According to the viewpoint
of Sturdation, who is responsible for the health of individual
employees?” directly after theWHPPmanipulation, and “In your
own opinion, who is responsible for the health of individual
employees?” after the measure of Weight Bias Internalization.
Both questions were answered on a 7-point Likert scale (1=
the employee is solely responsible, 7 = the organization
is solely responsible). These questions were reverse coded,
such that higher values reflect greater perceived individual
responsibility for health. In addition to these questions, the text
that respondents wrote about Sturdation’s vision on the WHPP
was coded with regard to whether they wrote about individual
responsibility, organizational responsibility, or mixed/unclear.
This coding was performed by a researcher who was blind to
experimental conditions.

Weight bias internalization
The 11-item Modified Weight Bias Internalization Scale (Pearl
and Puhl, 2014) was used. An example item is “Because of
my weight, I feel that I am just as competent as anyone”
(reverse coded). Answers were given on a 7-point Likert scale
(1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree). The scale was highly
reliable (α = 0.95).

Controllability of overweight
Twomeasures were employed. First, the slidermeasure in Study 1
was used, but now focusing on the overweight items (whichmade
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all other items distraction items). Since “becoming overweight”
and “being overweight” rendered similar results in Study 1, we
now only included “being overweight.” The second measure was
the 8-item Beliefs About Obese Persons Scale (BAOP; Allison
et al., 1991). An example item of this scale is “Obesity is usually
caused by overeating.” Answers were given on a 6-point Likert
scale (1= I strongly disagree, 6= I strongly agree). Reliability was
insufficient (α = 0.61), but reliability increased to a satisfactory
level (α= 0.79) after removal of the first and last item. Items were
coded such that for both measures, higher scores reflected greater
perceived controllability.

Weight-based discrimination
Weight-based discrimination was operationalized by comparing
hireability judgments of the two candidates. Lower hireability
judgement for the candidate with overweight compared to
the candidate without overweight indicated weight-based
discrimination. For both candidates, hireability judgements were
measured with four items relating to the candidates’ skills and
competences (α = 0.91 and α = 0.92 for the normal weight and
the candidate with overweight, respectively). The Appendix

provides the detailed measurements.

Suspicion
Answers that respondents gave to the question asking them what
they thought the research question was for this study were coded
on suspicion. More specific, an independent coder, blind for
the condition to which participants were assigned, coded for
each answer whether it showed that the participant thought that
the study was about weight bias in evaluating job candidates
(0 = no, 1 = yes). Answers that were coded as suspicious were,
for example, “Not sure. Possibly trying to gain insight into weight
biases” and “I think this research aims at observing whether
participants will hire the woman without overweight or the
woman with overweight, once they have been exposed to health
concerns in the workplace.”

Results
The coding of the suspicion probe made clear that a significant
portion of our respondents issued suspicion about the hypothesis
(69 respondents, 27.5%). Consistent with our pre-registered
analytical strategy, for the analysis of Hypothesis 4 (about
weight-based discrimination), we removed the respondents who
indicated suspicion about the hypotheses. However, the number
of suspicious respondents was larger than we had imagined
upfront. Naturally, removing so many respondents reduces
our statistical power. Therefore, we additionally report the
(non-pre-registered) analysis including these respondents. For
Hypothesis 5 (about weight-bias internalization), we continued
testing our hypotheses on weight bias internalization including
the 69 suspicious respondents. Our reason for doing this was
not only that including these respondents increases power, but
also that the suspicion about the hiring task was less relevant
for measuring weight bias internalization than for measuring
weight-based discrimination. This is something we had not
realized during the pre-registration. To abstain from p-hacking,

we did not do any further analyses without the 69 suspicious
respondents.

For all our hypothesis-testing and exploratory analyses, we
tested for studentized residual outliers and determined the cut-off
point using a Bonferroni correction. In the following, we report
outliers when they were detected and explain how we dealt with
them (which was in line with the pre-registration).

Analyses supplementing the analyses reported below are
provided in the Appendix.

Manipulation Checks
Of all respondents, 95% wrote a text that matched the
experimental condition they were assigned to; 1.7% wrote a
text contrary to their condition; 3.4% wrote a mixed or unclear
text. As we could not conclude for sure that respondents
providing texts contrary to their condition or mixed or unclear
texts did not keep to the instructions (as it was not forbidden
to use opposite or irrelevant arguments), we chose not to
exclude these respondents from the analysis, in line with our
pre-registration. Further, we regressed WHPP Focus (individual
responsibility = 1, organizational responsibility = −1),
BMI (standardized) and their interaction term on the two
manipulation check questions concerning responsibility
attributions. Both models were significant, F(3, 228) = 247.67, p
< 0.001, R2 = 0.77 and F(3, 228) = 19.30, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.20,
for Sturdation’s and respondents’ own viewpoint, respectively.
Importantly, for both questions only a main effect of condition
was evident (Sturdation: β = 0.0.87, t = 27.05, p < 0.001;
Own opinion: β = 0.45, t = 7.57, p < 0.001). Thus, a WHPP
emphasizing individual responsibility elicited significantly
greater attributions of individual responsibility, as opposed to
organizational responsibility for health. The manipulation can
thus be considered successful.

Hypothesis Testing: Weight-Based Discrimination
Hypothesis 4 stated that weight-based discrimination would
be greater when the WHPP emphasized individual as opposed
to organizational responsibility. A mixed-model ANOVA with
WHPP Focus as between-subjects factor and candidate weight-
status as within-subjects factor was performed by including
hireability judgements of the candidate with overweight and
without overweight as the dependent variable. Power analyses
for this analysis using G∗Power (Faul et al., 2007) showed
a power of 0.76 and of 0.91 to detect a medium effect size
for the analysis with and without the exclusion of suspicious
respondents, respectively.

With exclusion of suspicious respondents (as preregistered)
We identified four outliers that did not significantly affect the
regression coefficient of interest, which is why we did not remove
them. A main effect was found of candidates’ weight-status,
F(1, 163) = 4.62, p = 0.03, Cohen’s d = 0.33. The candidate
was judged as less hireable when she was with overweight
(M = 5.76, SD = 1.17) compared to without overweight (M
= 5.90, SD = 0.96), indicating weight-based discrimination.
The interaction between WHPP Focus and Candidate Weight-
Status did not reach significance, F(1, 167) = 1.99, p = 0.16,
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Cohen’s d = 0.012. Nevertheless, given the a priori prediction
we performed tests for simple main effects. These showed
that weight-based discrimination was evident only when the
WHPP emphasized individual responsibility, F(1, 167) = 5.69,
p= 0.02, Cohen’s d= 0.37, but not when the WHPP emphasized
organizational responsibility, F(1, 167) = 0.31, p = 0.58, Cohen’s
d = 0.09.

With inclusion of suspicious respondents (not pre-registered)
We performed the same analysis including the 69 suspicious
respondents. Six outliers were detected that did not affect the
regression coefficients, and were therefore not removed. Again
a main effect of the candidates’ weight-status was observed,
F(1, 236) = 11.14, p = 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.43 (candidate
with overweight candidate: M = 5.80, SD = 1.11; candidate
without overweight: M = 6.00, SD = 0.91). This effect was
qualified by a significant WHPP Focus × Candidate Weight-
Status interaction, F(1, 236) = 4.27, p = 0.04, η2

= 0.02, Cohen’s
d = 0.27. Tests for simple main effects showed that weight-based
discrimination was evident only when the WHPP emphasized
individual responsibility, F(1, 236) = 14.85, p < 0.001, Cohen’s
d = 0.50, but not when the WHPP emphasized organizational
responsibility, F(1, 236) = 0.74, p= 0.374, Cohen’s d = 0.11.

Conclusions Hypothesis 4
Results of the two analyses reported above thus support
Hypothesis 4. Nevertheless, we wish to frame this conclusion
with some care as the analyses that were done according to
our pre-registered analyses (thus excluding the 69 suspicious
participants) partly supported Hypotheses 4: whereas the simple
main effects were in line with the hypothesis, the interaction
was not significant (p = 0.16). Table 4 provides an overview
over means and standard deviations both when the 69 suspicious
respondents are excluded and included.

Hypotheses Testing: Weight Bias Internalization
Hypotheses 5a and 5b stated that the WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility would increase weight bias
internalization, and that this effect would be more pronounced
for people with a high BMI. To test this, we effect coded WHPP
Focus (−1 = individual responsibility, 1 = organization
responsibility), standardized BMI and from this calculated
WHPP × BMI interaction term. These variables were regressed

TABLE 4 | Hireability judgments per condition for Study 3.

WHPP Focus

Organizational Individual

SUSPICIOUS RESPONDENTS EXCLUDED (n = 169)

Candidate Weight Status Non-overweight 5.99 (1.00)a 6.00 (0.83)a

Overweight 5.91 (1.10)a 5.69 (1.12)b

SUSPICIOUS RESPONDENTS INCLUDED (n = 238)

Candidate Weight Status Non-overweight 5.89 (1.05)a 5.91 (0.86)a

Overweight 5.84 (1.17)a 5.67 (1.08)b

Within columns, subscripts that share a letter do not differ significantly.

on weight bias internalization. This rendered a significant model
(no outliers were detected), F(2, 229) = 32.46, p< 0.001, R2 = 0.22
and a main effect of BMI, β = 0.70, t = 7.93, p < 0.001, Cohen’s
d = 1.22, showing that respondents with a higher BMI reported
more weight bias internalization than respondents with a lower
BMI. There was no effect of WHPP Focus (β = −0.04, p = 0.49,
Cohen’s d = 0.10) nor a significant WHPP × BMI interaction,
β= 0.01, p= 0.82, Cohen’s d= 0.03). As people’s self-perception
of whether they are with overweight or obesity may depend more
on whether their BMI falls into the “overweight” or “obesity”
categories than on their exact BMI value, we also conducted an
analysis with BMI as a categorical variable, making categories
based on overweight (BMI ≥ 25 kg/m2) or obesity (BMI ≥ 30
kg/m2). However, there were no interactions between WHPP
Focus and respondents’ BMI. Power analysis for multiple
regression showed a power of 0.99 to find a medium effect size of
f2 = 0.15 using G∗Power (Faul et al., 2007).

Conclusions Hypothesis 5
Hypotheses 5a and 5b that WHPP Focus affects weight bias
internalization, and that this effect is stronger for employees with
a higher BMI were not supported. Rather, higher BMI generally
was associated with greater weight bias internalization amongst
employees.

Exploratory Analyses: Targets’ Perspective
Next to our preregistered hypotheses, we also performed a
number of exploratory analyses in order to gain more insights
into potentially different effects of WHPP on employees with
or without overweight. More specifically, we tested the effects
of WHPP Focus and respondents’ BMI on our two measures
of controllability of overweight (the slider measure and BAOP).
We first tested this regarding BMI as a continuum and then
regarding with BMI as weight status categories (contrasting “with
overweight” vs. “without overweight” and contrasting “with
obesity” vs. “without obesity”).

BMI as continuous variable
Regressing the slider measure of perceived controllability of
overweight on WHPP Focus, BMI and their interaction term
rendered only a marginal main effect of BMI, β = −0.11,
t = −1.73, p = 0.086, Cohen’s d = 0.23. Regressing BAOP on
WHPP Focus, BMI and their interaction rendered a significant
main effect of BMI, β = −0.19, t = −2.87, p < 0.005, Cohen’s
d = 0.38. This shows that respondents with a relative high BMI
perceived weight as being less controllable than respondents with
a relative low BMI. In both regressions, no effect of WHPP Focus
or a BMI byWHPP Focus interaction was evident. Power analysis
for multiple regression showed a power of 0.99 to find a medium
effect size of f2 = 0.15 using G∗Power (Faul et al., 2007).

BMI as categorical variable
We tested whether controllability attributions were determined
by respondents’ BMI category rather than their exact BMI. We
indeed found support for this when comparing respondents
with and without obesity. Specifically, we tested the influence
of WHPP Focus (Responsibility: individual vs. organizational)
and respondents’ BMI (BMI Category: without obesity vs. with
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TABLE 5 | Correlations between control variables, independent and dependent variables, Study 3.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Control variables 1. Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) 1.00

2. Age 0.04 1.00

3. Education −0.01 0.00 1.00

4. Work in HR 0.11 0.02 0.11 1.00

5. Hiring Experience −0.03 0.22* 0.23** 0.52** 1.00

6. BMI 0.03 0.08 −0.20* −0.03 0.06 1.00

IVs 7. WHPP focusa −0.07 −0.06 0.04 0.01 0.08 0.09 1.00

DVs 8. Weight discrimination −0.12 −0.09 0.16* −0.02 0.05 −0.04 0.13* 1.00

9. Weight bias internalization 0.20** −0.07 −0.05 0.11 0.01 0.47** 0.07 0.01 1.00

10. Controllability (slider)b −0.17** −0.02 −0.04 −0.10 −0.07 −0.11 −0.02 0.11 −0.15* 1.00

11. Controllability (BAOP)b −0.12+ −0.01 −0.08 −0.18** −0.20** −0.18* 0.03 0.18* −0.19** 0.58**

a1 = individual responsibility (N = 121), −1 = organizational responsibility (N = 117).
bHigher values indicate greater perceived controllability, +p = 0.065, *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.

obesity) on controllability perceptions by means of a multivariate
ANOVA with the slider measure and BAOP as dependent
variables. For both indicators of perceived controllability of
weight, no main effects of WHPP Focus and BMI Category
were found, but significant interactions between the independent
variables were revealed for the slider measure, F(2, 232) = 6.05,
p = 0.01, Cohen’s d = 0.32, and for BAOP, F(2, 232) = 3.94,
p = 0.048, Cohen’s d = 0.26. Table 6 shows means and
standard deviations. Tests for simple main effects for both
measures of perceived controllability of weight revealed that
respondents with and without obesity did not differ in
perceived controllability of weight when the WHPP emphasized
organizational responsibility, both F’s(1, 227) < 2.3, both p’s >

0.13. By contrast, respondents with obesity perceived weight to be
significantly less controllable than respondents without obesity
when the WHPP emphasized individual responsibility [Slider
measure: F(1, 227) = 4.09, p = 0.04, Cohen’s d = 0.26; BAOP:
F(1, 227) = 5.84, p = 0.016, Cohen’s d = 0.32]. Power analyses
for this analysis showed a power of 0.99 to detect a medium effect
size of f= 0.25 using G∗Power (Faul et al., 2007).

Conclusions exploratory analyses
The exploratory results suggest that people with obesity
feel that overweight is less controllable than people without
obesity, but that this is only the case when confronted with
a WHPP that emphasizes individual responsibility (Table 5).
So, one the one hand, our investigation shows that WHPP
emphasizing individual responsibility causes all employees to
ascribe responsibility for health to the individual employee (as
the manipulation checks presented earlier suggest). On the other
hand, employees with obesity perceive weight to be significantly
less controllable in such situations. We will elaborate on the
significance of this finding in more detail in the discussion
section.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The findings in this paper show that WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility induce weight stigma and

discrimination in the workplace. We reasoned that workplace
health promotion, especially when the program emphasizes
individual responsibility, would contribute to the perception
that weight is controllable, and that this would evoke weight
stigma and weight-based discrimination. Our data shows
that this is not the complete story. We found that the mere
presence of a WHPP leads to stronger beliefs that weight
is controllable (Studies 1 and 2). However, WHPP focus
(i.e., individual or organization responsibility) did not affect
beliefs about the controllability of weight but did affect
weight stigma and weight-based discrimination. Thus, whilst
weight stigma and discrimination were not the result of
a belief that weight is controllable, a focus on individual
responsibility within aWHPP did lead to increased weight stigma
and discrimination.

Thus, the increase in weight stigma and discrimination
observed in our studies was not caused by changes in
controllability beliefs. This aligns with decision stage models
of attribution (e.g., Mantler et al., 2003). These models entail
that attributions of controllability, ascriptions of responsibility,
and target blame are hierarchical constructs that prompt social
observers to infer from the presence of the higher order construct
that the lower order constructs are present too (Mantler et al.,
2003). In other words, when social observers blame the target,
they will assume responsibility for and controllability over the
outcome. Likewise, when social observers ascribe responsibility
for an outcome such as overweight, they will infer that the
other person had control over the outcome. Hence, blaming
and responsibility ascriptions may not always be the result of
controllability perceptions but may actually cause them. This
may be the reason why, in the current investigation, WHPP
focus (which are responsibility ascriptions) did not affect stigma
and discrimination through controllability perceptions. This also
aligns with the notion that moral evaluations based on obesity
are often implicit (Hoverd and Sibley, 2007) and thus need not to
arise from controllability attributions. Indeed, a general feeling of
dislike was also reported by Pescud et al. (2015), who found that
employers’ views of “unhealthy workers” involved perceptions
such as “unpleasant company.”
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TABLE 6 | Perceived controllability of weight (slider measure and BAOP) as a

function of WHPP Focus and BMI category (without overweight vs. with

overweight), Study 3.

WHPP Focus

Organizational Individual

SLIDER MEASURE

Candidate Weight Status Without overweight 70.56 (20.72)a 76.81 (19.85)a

With overweight 77.68 (17.93)a 66.56 (25.16)b

BAOP

Candidate Weight Status Without overweight 4.41 (0.80)a 4.62 (0.82)a

With overweight 4.51 (0.91)a 4.17 (0.90)b

Within columns, subscripts that share a letter do not differ significantly.

Our findings contribute to both existing literature and practice
in three important ways. First, the insights offered in this
research contribute to what we know about WHPP. Research
on WHPPs has, so far, only focused on health-related outcomes
such as sick leave, physical activity, and workplace wellness
(Anderson et al., 2009; Odeen et al., 2012; Osilla et al., 2012;
Malik et al., 2014). These systematic reviews concerning the
impact of WHPP on employee health in several domains have
revealed sobering conclusions. We have suggested that this is
at least partly due to a general failure to consider the complex
interplay between individuals and their social environments—
such as the organizations they work for—when employee health
is concerned. The current investigation is the first to focus on
the negative side-effects of WHPP in terms of stigmatization
and discrimination of employees with overweight and obesity. In
addition, we studied the effect of framing WHPP differently and
found that weight-stigma and weight-based discrimination can
be prevented by WHPP emphasizing organizational rather than
individual responsibility.

Second, our findings contribute to existing insights about
weight stigma. Prior research already showed that people with
overweight and obesity are stigmatized and face discrimination
in the workplace based on weight (e.g., O’Brien et al., 2008;
Flint et al., 2016). However, our findings extend existing evidence
by experimentally examining the effects of WHPP and their
emphasis of either individual or organizational responsibility.
This research is both novel and timely given the rapid rise in
WHPP that aim to support employee health, many of which aim
to “support employees in weight management.” The workplace
represents a setting where weight stigma and discrimination is
reported, and there is a need to reduce these experiences. Thus,
when designing WHPP, organizations should ensure that they
support employee health and avoid potential counterproductive
effects such as weight stigma and discrimination as observed in
our studies.

Third, our finding contribute to the literature on the effect of
changeability beliefs concerning weight (the “stigma asymmetry
model,” see Burnette et al., 2017; Hoyt et al., 2017), also
mentioned in the introduction. This literature shows that the
belief that obesity is an unchangeable disease has opposite effects
on weight stigma through different paths. On the one hand, it

reduces blame, but, on the other hand, it fosters the view of people
with obesity having an unchangeable essence, thus fostering an
essentialist view. Our data is in line with this model and suggest
stigma asymmetry extends beyond the “obesity as a disease” issue
and into the domain of WHPP. After all, we studied not only
the focus of WHPP but also its mere presence. When a WHPP
is present, this suggests that obesity is changeable (either by
individual themselves or by their organizational environment).
In Study 2, the mere presence of the WHPP did not affect weight
stigma. This could be due to the fact that the WHPP on the one
hand (or: for some people) increases blame, increasing weight
stigma, and on the other hand (or: for other people), reduced
an essentialist view of obesity, decreasing weight stigma. Our
data further suggest that, only when changeability is connected
to controllability by an individual rather than the environment, it
increases weight stigma.

The Target’s Perspective
With regard to the targets’ perspective, although our findings
in Study 2 suggest that the presence of a WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility increases the weight bias of people
with a relative high BMI, Study 3 did not support the idea
that it increased weight bias internalization in employees with
overweight and obesity. However, the WHPP’s emphasis on
individual responsibility did appear to decrease the belief that
weight is controllable particularly in people with obesity. On
first sight, this may seem like a manifestation of resistance
against the message that individuals are responsible for their
own weight, a message that is arguably threatening for people
with obesity (e.g., Dillard and Shen, 2005). However, our data
does not support this interpretation. As became clear from
the manipulation checks in Study 3, people with obesity were
convinced by the WHPP emphasizing individual responsibility
that employees were to be held responsible. Thus, when involved
with a WHPP emphasizing individual responsibility, employees
with obesity respond with a disturbing combination of feeling
personally responsible for their weight, whilst perceiving little
controllability of weight.

From a motivational perspective, people with obesity are
thus likely to be caught in a Catch-22 like situation, which
can result in maladaptive responses. After all, insights from
learned helplessness theory show that, when people feel
responsible for uncontrollable events, this harms their self-
esteem (Abramson et al., 1978; Alloy et al., 1988; Pierce and
Wardle, 1997) and potentially results in diet-breaking behavior
and weight gain (Ogden and Wardle, 1990; Townend, 2009).
Indeed, those targeted by moralized views of others often
respond maladaptively. For instance, Mulder et al. (2015)
showed that when confronted with moralizing health messages,
participants with overweight ate more unhealthy snacks than
when they were confronted with counter-moralizing health
messages. Future research should thus explore the impact
of public views of the morality of obesity on motivation
for dieting and exercise in people with overweight and
obesity.

In sum, the current research suggests that emphasizing
individuals’ responsibility for employee health in WHPP leads
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to a moral burden compounded by employees with obesity
feeling that they are unable to influence the outcome. This is
likely to have a demotivating effect. Thus, it could very well
be that a WHPP, to the extent that it emphasizes individual
responsibility, fails to evoke healthy behavior amongst employees
with overweight and obesity. Further, WHPP emphasizing
individual responsibility also lead to employees with overweight
and obesity being targeted by stigma and discrimination. Both are
associated with several unwarranted outcomes, such as decreased
mental and physical health (Pascoe and Smart Richman, 2009;
Puhl and Suh, 2015), increased healthcare costs (Osumili et al.,
2016), and underperformance (Glover et al., 2017). Thus, if not
implemented carefully, WHPP might have negative rather than
the expected positive effects.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future

Research
Due to the experimental designs employed in Studies 2 and
3, the research presented here allows for causal inferences
regarding the effects of WHPP presence and focus on employees’
controllability perceptions, weight stigma, and weight-based
discrimination. Further, both Studies 1 and 3 included varied
samples of US citizens, and a diverse range of BMI. Study 3
in particular involved a great number of people who reported
making hiring decisions in their work context. An additional
strength of particularly Study 3 was that the hypotheses and
analytical strategy were preregistered. This approach safeguards
the confirmatory (rather than exploratory) nature of our data
analysis and offers a transparent approach to post-hoc analyses
and interpretations (Lindsay et al., 2016; Nosek and Lindsay,
2018). Together, this makes us confident that our results are
credible and generalizable.

A limitation of our research is that we exclusively focused
on WHPP effects on weight stigma and weight-based
discrimination, thereby excluding a range of other health-related
behaviors and outcomes. The question thus remains whether our
results would also generalize to people with, for instance, burn-
out, cancer, or chronic diseases. Based on extensive research
into the role of controllability and responsibility attributions
on blame (e.g., Weiner et al., 1988; Weiner, 1995; Mantler
et al., 2003), emphasizing individual responsibility for health
may affect stigma toward other health-related behaviors and
outcomes in the same way. Recent research shows that health
moralization—which is strongly associated with responsibility—
prompts people who live healthily to stigmatize and discriminate
against others who live less healthy (Täuber, 2018). This effect
was also evident for non-weight related health outcomes
such as smoking, an unhealthy lifestyle more generally, and
even for being ill. Nevertheless, overweight is more strongly
associated with lifestyle than many (other) diseases such as
cancer or burnout. Therefore, WHPP emphasizing individual
responsibility may affect weight stigma more than stigma based
on non-lifestyle related diseases. The results of Study 1 indeed
support this notion as the WHPP presence only predicted
controllability perceptions with regard to overweight and not
with regard to cancer or burnout. More research is needed to

test the effects of WHPP presence and focus on stigma based on
diseases other than overweight.

Further, we manipulated WHPP focus rather than studying
the focus of existing WHPP as they are implemented in
organizations. The advantage of this is that we could establish
causal relations and draw robust conclusion about the effects
of a WHPP’s individual vs. organizational responsibility
focus. We assumed that most WHPP are implemented with
a focus on individual responsibility. This was based on the
notion that these programs are often employer-driven, and
employers typically see health as employees’ responsibility
(Meershoek et al., 2010; van Berkel et al., 2014), as well as
on the identified shift in focus from occupational health
protection (responsibility of employers) to occupational health
promotion (responsibility of employees; Macdonald and
Sanati, 2010). However, the extent to which actual WHPP
reflect this individual focus, and how this extent contributes
to weight bias and discrimination, is a topic for further
research.

Finally, to highlight the target’s perspective, we focused on the
influence of BMI. However, a valuable extension of this would
be to take into account self-perceived weight rather than BMI.
Prior research (Major et al., 2014) points out that people who
do not perceive themselves as overweight feel less threatened
by weight-stigmatizing messages, even when they are objectively
overweight. Thus, WHPP focusing on individual responsibility
might have less negative effects on employees with overweight
or obesity but do not perceive themselves as such, and a more
negative effects on employees without overweight or obesity but
do perceive themselves as such. This is a notion that future
research might examine.

CONCLUSION

Our findings suggest that the implementation of WHPP
affects employees’ perceptions of the controllability of
weight, and the WHPP focus on individual (rather than
organizational) responsibility leads to weight stigma and
weight-based discrimination. These consequences have to be
considered severe, particularly in light of the prevalence of
employees with overweight and obesity (e.g., World Health
Organisation, 2010), and the ever-increasing number of
WHPP aiming to promote health at the workplace (e.g., Chen
et al., 2015). Our research thus suggests that WHPP might
be less beneficial for employees than commonly expected,
especially when they emphasize individual responsibility
for health. Specifically, our results demonstrate that a clear
communication of organizational rather than individual
responsibility for health might interrupt the automatic
association of controllability with responsibility and ultimately
blame (Weiner et al., 1988; Weiner, 1995, 2000; Crandall
et al., 2001). In addition, such organizational responsibility
attribution may induce the right motivation of those targeted
to change their behavior. This notion is based on insights
showing that using non-moral language is more motivating
than using moralized language, which holds for diverse
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topics such as climate change (Täuber et al., 2015), poverty
reduction (Täuber and van Zomeren, 2012), immigration policy
(Täuber and van Zomeren, 2013), and obesity (Mulder et al.,
2015).

This is a valuable insight for practitioners, particularly
for human resource management concerned with the design
and implementation of WHPP. Our research suggests that
to attenuate weight-based stigmatization and weight-based
discrimination, WHPP should be designed and communicated
in ways that emphasize the responsibility of the organization
rather than of the individual employee. This can be done,
for instance, by creating healthy organizational environments
where mostly healthy food is offered in the canteen (rather than
simply informing employees about what healthy eating is), by
providing offices with standing desks, or by giving the stairs
a more prominent placing than the elevator. In addition, in
communication about the WHPP it is important that the focus
should lie on the responsibility of the organization rather than
the individual employee (e.g., communicate that the healthy food
offering in the canteen is meant to make it easier for employees to
eat healthier rather than to encourage employees to make healthy
choices). Based on our findings, we recommend HR managers
and other professionals involved in designing and implementing
WHPP to critically review their policies regarding who is held
responsible for employee health—even if this is implied rather
than explicitly formulated in the policy.
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School of Psychology, University of Newcastle, Callaghan, NSW, Australia

Social psychologists have not fully investigated the role of leadership in mobilizing
widespread support for social change, particularly gender equality. The burden of
achieving gender equality is typically placed on women (particularly female leaders) –
the main targets of such inequality. Traditional approaches frame workplace gender
equality as either a women’s issue, which limits men’s (non-target’s) involvement in the
movement, or a meritocratic non-issue that exists due to women’s (target’s) tendency
to pursue less intensive careers. In contrast to such work focusing on women’s
experiences as targets of discrimination or men’s role in preserving inequality, we
propose a solidarity-based approach that positions men and women as agents of
change. This approach relies on two processes: leadership processes – particularly
leadership as a form of influence based on shared identities among leaders and
followers (e.g., their gender group); and political solidarity as a way to mobilize the silent
majority (men) to work as allies beside a minority (women) and embrace equality as a
common cause for both groups. In two experiments (Ns = 338, 336) we studied how
leader gender and message framing affect men’s and women’s support for equality
by contrasting a solidarity-based framing of gender equality as a common cause
for men and women, with a women’s issue frame (Experiment 1) or a meritocratic
frame (Experiment 2). The statement was attributed to a male or female leader
(Experiments 1–2) or, additionally, to a government agency (Experiment 1). Women
reported higher sense of common cause (Experiment 2) and collective action intentions
than men (Experiments 1–2), and higher intentions under common cause compared to
meritocracy frames (Experiment 2). Interestingly, male leaders invoked higher sense of
common cause and collective action intentions for both men and women regardless of
framing (Experiment 2). Irrespective of leader gender however, as predicted common
cause framing boosted perceived leader prototypicality, legitimacy, and influence across
the board (Experiments 1–2). Yet this was qualified by women (compared to men)
rating leaders as more legitimate and influential under common cause compared to
meritocracy framing (Experiment 2). Women’s reactions to equality messages, and the
intersection of leadership and solidarity toward equality are discussed.

Keywords: gender equality, leadership, solidarity action, social change, social identity, collective action,
legitimacy, message framing
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Hardacre and Subašić Mobilization Toward Gender Equality

INTRODUCTION

The burden of achieving gender equality has traditionally been
placed on women (particularly female leaders), who are usually
the main targets of such inequality (Rindfleish and Sheridan,
2003). Typical approaches and responses to gender inequality
tend to frame the issue as either the responsibility of women
alone to address (e.g., ‘women’s work’; Mavin, 2008), or as a
meritocratic ‘non-issue’ existing only due to women’s tendency
to embark on less demanding education and career trajectories
(Whelan, 2013). Placing the responsibility on women alone
(as both women’s issue and meritocratic frames do) alleviates
men’s prerogative to support women affected by inequality and
provides them ample rationalization to abstain from doing
so (Becker and Barreto, 2014). Meritocratic frames of gender
equality imply that so long as individuals work hard, they should
measure up favorably against necessary employment criteria and
subsequently succeed in the workplace (Williams, 2015). When
used as an explanation for why gender inequality exists, they
have been shown to reduce men’s understanding of inequality
(de Vries, 2010) and decrease the likelihood of women acting
collectively against it (Major et al., 2002).

In contrast to work focusing on women’s experiences as
targets of discrimination or men’s role in maintaining inequality,
in this paper we take a political solidarity-based approach using
common cause message framing. Such framing utilizes inclusive
language that emphasizes solidarity between men and women
and makes salient (leaders’ and) followers’ shared social identity
(Fiol et al., 1999). This solidarity-based approach positions
both men and women as ‘agents of change’ in a concerted
effort to engage a broader audience of women and men (i.e.,
targets and non-targets; see Subašić et al., 2018). The political
solidarity model (Subašić et al., 2008) conceptualizes social
change as a process through which members of a majority (e.g.,
men) challenge the authority (e.g., male-dominated systems)
in solidarity with the minority (e.g., women). In contrast to
traditional frames of men as perpetrators and women as victims,
this approach positions gender equality as a common cause for
men and women to address together – as “comrades in struggle”
(hooks, 1984, p. 67). This approach relies on two key processes.
Firstly, leadership and influence processes based on shared social
identity with those seeking to advance social change. The second
process involves the concept of political solidarity as a way of
mobilizing the silent majority (i.e., men as an over-represented
group within the workplace) to work as allies alongside a minority
(i.e., women as an under-represented group) and embrace gender
equality as a common cause for both groups (i.e., men and
women; Subašić et al., 2018).1

In line with these ideas, Seyranian (2014) found that within
a renewable energy context, leaders who highlighted shared
grievances of the collective group were evaluated as more
prototypical, effective, trustworthy, and persuasive, and inspired

1In this context the terms ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ are not referring exclusively
to numerical categories but instead signify the social power available to women
and men, in addition to their overall representativeness within the workplace and
leadership positions. Thus women can be thought of as an under-represented
group and men as an over-represented group (Subašić et al., 2008).

greater collective action among their male and female followers.
Wiley et al. (2012) also found that men were more likely to
participate in collective action if they believed that many men
supported gender equality, which common cause framing infers.
Finally, Subašić et al. (2018) demonstrated that framing gender
equality as a common cause for both men and women (rather
than a women’s issue) heightened men’s and women’s collective
action intentions. However, while women were mobilized by both
male and female leaders, men were mobilized primarily by male
leaders who espoused a common cause message (and less so by
male leaders who focused on gender equality as a women’s issue).
This research demonstrates that not only does it matter what is
being said (i.e., the message frame), but also who is saying it (i.e.,
the leader) and to whom (i.e., the target; see also Subašić et al.,
2012). To the extent leaders can foster a sense of common cause
or solidarity among followers by realigning their personal self-
interests with broader collective goals, collective mobilization can
be expected (Turner et al., 2008).

This sense of common cause refers to men’s and women’s
feelings of solidarity with those women affected by gender
inequality. It involves sharing similar viewpoints, values,
concerns, and goals with those people who object to and seek
to reduce gender-based inequality (Subašić et al., 2018). This
sense of common cause (and shared identity) most readily arises
when leaders and followers share a salient in-group (e.g., their
gender group; Haslam et al., 2011; Wiley et al., 2012). Indeed,
by enhancing self-categorical bonds between themselves and
their relevant in-group, in-group leaders are more effective than
outgroup leaders at influencing followers (Duck and Fielding,
2003). Finally, because gender is one of the most salient in-
groups (Fiske, 1998), and arguably at its most salient within
gender inequality contexts, people are not only conscious of their
own gender in such contexts but also whether those leading
the charge toward equality are men or women. Yet research
has largely neglected the intricacies of gender and leadership
when examining when and why female (and male) equality
leaders might mobilize support for gender equality (Powell,
1990).

Increased awareness of leader gender can negatively
affect female equality leaders because they suffer particular
disadvantage within masculine organizational contexts due to
prejudicial evaluations regarding their competency (Eagly and
Carli, 2003). Moreover, when female leaders do adopt masculine
behaviors (i.e., those seen as prototypical of leaders), they violate
communal expectations of women and face backlash effects
(Okimoto and Brescoll, 2010). Women also face accusations of
self-interest (de Vries, 2015). This can destabilize their social
change efforts (Eagly et al., 1978), with female leaders typically
being perceived as less legitimate and influential compared to
their male counterparts who face no such accusations (Drury
and Kaiser, 2014). Feminists in general also face widespread
stigmatization which can delegitimize their calls for equality
(Kamen, 1991). For example, Anastosopoulos and Desmarais
(2015) found undergraduates evaluated a job candidate less
positively when she identified as a feminist, and feminist women
are typically viewed as angry, unattractive, man-hating extremists
(Faludi, 1991).
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In contrast, male leaders and feminist men receive more
favorable evaluations (Eagly and Carli, 2003; Anderson, 2009)
and encounter positive reactions when drawing attention to
gender inequality (Rasinski and Czopp, 2010). However, while
feminist men are viewed more positively than feminist women,
they are also perceived as less stereotypically masculine or
heterosexual, which can affect their readiness to identify as
feminists and participate in equality efforts (Anderson, 2009).
Yet sexism confrontations by men are more successful than
those by women because men are seen as acting counter to
group interests and as having something to lose, ultimately
affording them greater legitimacy than female leaders (Czopp
and Monteith, 2003; Drury and Kaiser, 2014). Certainly, Cihangir
et al. (2014) found that suggestions of sexism by male sources
were more beneficial to female targets than suggestions by female
sources (e.g., targets exhibited increased self-confidence and
greater likelihood of filing a complaint). Alternatively, Drury
(2013) discovered that female observers of sexism confrontations
were unaffected by confronter gender, which makes sense given
confrontations by either gender aim to elevate women’s social
status.

Therefore it seems an asymmetry exists regarding male
versus female leaders’ capacity to mobilize men’s and women’s
support for gender equality (Subašić et al., 2018). To examine
this idea, we extend Subašić et al. (2018) work in a novel
way by assessing the psychological processes underlying leader
influence and measuring whether participants’ attitudes and
evaluations of those leading the charge for equality differ based
on leaders’ gender. However, just as focusing exclusively on
women is inadequate for achieving equality, viewing male leaders’
engagement as the panacea for inequality is equally naïve
(de Vries, 2015). Accordingly, the present research examines the
role of leader gender and solidarity-based message framing in
mobilizing support for gender equality by men and women, to
determine under what conditions these factors do or do not affect
mobilization toward equality.

In two experiments, we use manipulation statements
attributed to either a male or female leader (Experiments 1–2) to
examine whether the gender of the leader affects their capacity
to mobilize support for equality, as extant literature suggests
(e.g., Seyranian, 2014; Subašić et al., 2018). In Experiment 1,
we additionally attribute the statement to a gender-neutral
control (i.e., a government agency), against which the effects
and impact of leader gender can be compared. It was hoped
that inclusion of this control would serve as a valid baseline,
allowing us to further investigate participants’ responses to
male and female leaders relative to a non-gendered control
condition (further extending Subašić et al., 2018). We also
contrast solidarity-based frames of gender equality as a common
cause with traditional approaches framing equality as a women’s
only issue (Experiment 1) or a meritocratic issue (Experiment 2),
to determine whether the way in which the equality message
is framed affects support for equality. We focus on two sets of
outcome variables: mobilization variables [including collective
action intentions (Experiments 1–2) and sense of common cause
(Experiment 2)], and leadership variables [including leader
prototypicality, legitimacy, and influence (Experiments 1–2)].

In line with Seyranian (2014), we hypothesize that when
gender equality is framed as a common cause rather than
a women’s issue (Experiment 1) or a meritocratic issue
(Experiment 2), men and women will report higher collective
action intentions and sense of common cause (Hypothesis 1a).
Similarly, we also predict that when gender equality is framed
as a common cause rather than a women’s issue (Experiment 1)
or a meritocratic issue (Experiment 2), men and women will
evaluate leaders as being more prototypical, legitimate, and
influential (Hypothesis 1b). Finally, as per Subašić et al. (2018),
we hypothesize that while women’s collective action intentions
and sense of common cause will remain stable regardless of
who promotes equality, men’s intentions and sense of common
cause will be higher when the equality message is attributed to
a male leader rather than a female leader (Experiments 1–2) or
a government agency (Experiment 1), especially under common
cause compared to women’s issue (Experiment 1) or meritocratic
messages (Experiment 2; Hypothesis 2).

EXPERIMENT 1

Methods
Participants and Design
Participants were students at a large Australian university or
members of the general public (N = 480, 240 women), between
17 and 68 years (Mage = 26.37, SD = 9.41). They were recruited
online via Facebook or Reddit (72%), or the university’s research
participation program (28%). The results did not differ between
these groups. Participants comprised 44% Australians, 35.8%
Americans, 5.4% Canadians, 5.2% English, and 9.6% other. They
were employed on a full- (33.5%), part-time (18.5%), or casual
(17.9%) basis, or identified as unemployed (26.76%) or other
(3.3%). Sixty-one percent were studying full- (50.2%) or part-
time (8.8%) domestically, or full-time internationally (1.7%),
with the remaining 39% not currently studying. The study was
a 2 (participant gender: male, female) × 3 (leader gender:
male leader, female leader, government agency) × 2 (message
framing: women’s issue, common cause) factorial design, with
equal numbers of men and women being allocated at random to
one of six conditions.

An effect size of approximately r = 0.15 is typical in the field
of psychology, which is equivalent to a partial eta-squared (η2

p)
of 0.0225 (Cafri et al., 2010). Thus an a priori statistical power
analysis using Faul et al. (2007) G∗Power 3 program revealed
that for a power of 0.80 (α = 0.05) the minimum sample to
detect a small effect size of η2

p = 0.0225 (or f = 0.151) using a
2 × 3 × 2 ANOVA is 422 (35 participants per cell). We increased
this to 480 (40 per cell) to reach sufficient power after the
anticipated exclusion of participants who failed the leader gender
manipulation check. Sensitivity power analyses revealed that our
actual obtained sample size (338) had the power to detect effect
sizes of: η2

p = 0.0228 (or f = 0.152) for the participant gender and
message framing main effects and participant gender × message
framing interaction, and η2

p = 0.0280 (or f = 0.169) for the
leader gender main effect and all remaining two- and three-way
interactions.
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Procedure and Materials
Participants completed a 15-min online questionnaire
containing the experimental manipulations and dependent
measures described below (full materials can be found in
the Supplementary Material). The study was conducted
in accordance with the principles and recommendations
of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human
Research (2007), as per the University of Newcastle’s Human
Research Ethics Committee. The protocol was approved by the
University of Newcastle’s Human Research Ethics Committee
(Protocol Number: H-2015-0143), which is affiliated with the
National Health and Medical Research Council of Australia. All
participants gave electronic informed consent in accordance
with the Declaration of Helsinki. Participants were debriefed and
offered the opportunity to withdraw.

Leader gender and message framing manipulations
A one-page press release ostensibly detailed the Gender Equality
Commission[er]’s formation of a new group whose goal was to
“address gender-based discrimination, sexual harassment, and
other barriers to gender equality.” The vignette described gender
inequality (e.g., “Women continue to earn less than men for equal
work, and are less likely to be promoted to leadership positions
compared to men”), and the group’s progress toward their goal
in an annual report (e.g., “increase the number of women in
leadership positions within companies and decrease the gender
pay gap”). Leader gender (male, female, government agency)
was manipulated by changing the Commission[er]’s name
(e.g., “Margaret [Matthew] Jamieson” vs. “The Commission”)
and using relevant pronouns (e.g., “her [his, our], she [he,
it]”). Message framing (women’s issue, common cause) was
manipulated via equality group name (e.g., “[Men and] Women
for Gender Equality”) and message content (e.g., “it is vital [men
and] women are engaged and committed to tackling this issue
[together],” “[men and boys] working [together] with women
and girls”). The Commission[er] communicated their pledge “to
serve the [men and] women of this world” and stated their group
“builds on the excellent work of all those [men and] women
currently committed to achieving gender equality.”

Manipulation checks
All measures used 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly
disagree/not at all, 4 = neither agree nor disagree/somewhat,
7 = strongly agree/very much so). To assess the manipulation’s
success, participants identified the Commission[er]’s gender
(male/female/not stated), and rated the extent to which the
vignette provided information regarding inequality being (a) a
women’s only issue or (b) a common cause for men and women.

Collective action intentions
Eight items (α = 0.95) measured participants’ collective
action intentions supporting gender equality (adapted from
van Zomeren et al., 2004; Glasford and Calcagno, 2012).
Example items included: “[Imagine you were approached by the
Commission and asked to participate in their latest campaign for
gender equality. In response, would you be willing to. . . ] Sign a
petition to stop inequality against women,” “Talk to male [female]
colleagues about gender inequality.”

Leader prototypicality
Five items (α = 0.85) measured participants’ perceived
prototypicality of the leader (adapted from Platow and van
Knippenberg, 2001). For example, “[Thinking of the gender
equality movement and people who support it, would you say the
Commission:] Is representative of members of the movement,”
and “Stands for what people in the movement have in common.”

Leader legitimacy
Four purpose-built items assessed the leader’s perceived
legitimacy (“. . .do you think the Gender Equality Commission’s
statement was Legitimate/Justified/Valid/Reasonable”; α = 0.96).

Leader influence
Four items measured the leader’s perceived influence (adapted
from Wiley et al., 2012; “. . .do you think the Gender
Equality Commission’s statement was Persuasive/Convincing/
Compelling/Credible”; α = 0.92).

Results
SPSS Version 23 was used to perform between-participants
ANOVA’s on all dependent variables, with participant gender,
leader gender, and message framing as factors.

Manipulation Checks
Frequency statistics confirmed that 70% of participants correctly
identified the Commission[er]’s gender (68.1% male, 72.5%
female, 70% not stated). Participants who failed to correctly
identify the leader’s gender were excluded from further analyses,
bringing the final sample to 338 (167 women). Participant
exclusion distribution rates did not differ significantly by
condition [χ(5) = 6.321, p = 0.276], and are reported alongside
final participant gender distributions for each cell in Table 1.

Participants in the women’s issue conditions were significantly
more likely than participants in the common cause conditions
to agree that the article discussed “The need for women alone
to stand up for equality” and “Inequality being a women’s only
issue” [F(1,336) = 55.986, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.143; Ms = 3.80 and
2.53, SDs = 1.60 and 1.50, respectively). In contrast, participants
in the common cause conditions were significantly more likely
than participants in the women’s issue conditions to agree that
the article discussed “The need for both men and women to stand
up for equality” and “Inequality being a men’s and women’s issue”
[F(1,336) = 109.870, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.246; Ms = 5.90 and 4.06,
SDs = 1.40 and 1.80, respectively). No other significant effects
were found, indicating that our manipulations were successful.

Correlations
Inspection of the correlations assessing relationships between the
dependent variables indicated that these were measured reliably
and are consistent with existing research (see Table 2).

Mobilization Variables
As reported below, contrary to Hypothesis 1a neither men
nor women reported higher collective action intentions
under common cause (compared to women’s issue) framing.
Additionally, Hypothesis 2, which predicted that men (but not
women) would report higher intentions under male leaders
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Hardacre and Subašić Mobilization Toward Gender Equality

TABLE 1 | Participant exclusion distribution rates and final participant gender distribution numbers by condition, based on participants who failed the leader gender
manipulation check.

% of participants Number of male Number of female Number of overall
who failed the participants participants participants

Condition manipulation check remaining remaining remaining

Male leader, women’s issue 25 30 30 60

Male leader, common cause 38.75 28 21 49

Female leader, women’s issue 25 26 34 60

Female leader, common cause 30 27 29 56

Government agency, women’s issue 33.75 28 25 53

Government agency, common cause 25 32 28 60

Totals 30 171 167 338

The third and fourth columns represent the number of male and female participants remaining in each condition following the exclusion of those participants who failed
the leader gender manipulation check.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations (Spearman’s rho) among study variables.

Dependent variable M SD Leader prototypicality Leader legitimacy Leader influence

Collective action intentions 4.63 1.79 0.261∗∗ 0.548∗∗ 0.526∗∗

Leader prototypicality 4.56 1.05 0.559∗∗ 0.597∗∗

Leader legitimacy 4.95 1.73 0.783∗∗

Leader influence 4.18 1.53

N = 338. ∗∗p = 0.01 (two-tailed).

(compared to female or government leaders), particularly under
common cause messages, was not supported. Instead, men (and
women) reported similar collective action intentions irrespective
of leader gender and message framing.

Collective action intentions
Absence of a significant main effect of message framing failed
to provide support for Hypothesis 1a, which predicted that
men and women would report higher intentions under common
cause compared to women’s issue framing. Instead, participants
reported similar collective action intentions regardless of how
the message was framed [Mcommon cause = 4.73, SD = 1.68;
Mwomen’s issue = 4.52, SD = 1.88; F(1,326) = 2.10, p = 0.148,
η2

p = 0.006].
Our three-way prediction that men would report higher

collective action intentions under male leaders, particularly
under common cause messages (H2), was not supported,
F(2,326) = 0.753, p = 0.472, η2

p = 0.005.
Finally, a significant main effect of gender revealed that

women (M = 5.23, SD = 1.61) expressed higher collective action
intentions than men (M = 4.03, SD = 1.75), F(1,326) = 45.176,
p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.122. All other main effects and interactions were
non-significant, all F ≤ 0.718, ps ≥ 0.489, η2

p ≤ 0.004.

Leadership variables
Supporting Hypothesis 1b, all participants consistently rated
leaders as being significantly more prototypical, legitimate, and
influential when leaders framed gender equality as a common
cause for men and women to work toward together, as opposed
to an issue concerning women alone (reported below).

Leader prototypicality
A main effect of message framing revealed that in line
with Hypothesis 1b, participants perceived leaders as

being significantly more prototypical of the gender
equality movement when they promoted common cause
(M = 4.71, SD = 0.98) rather than women’s issue framing
(M = 4.43, SD = 1.11), F(1,326) = 5.972, p = 0.015,
η2

p = 0.018. None of the remaining main effects or
interactions reached significance, all F ≤ 2.373, ps ≥ 0.095,
η2

p ≤ 0.014.

Leader legitimacy
Supporting Hypothesis 1b, a main effect of message framing
demonstrated that participants viewed leaders as being
significantly more legitimate when they promoted common
cause (M = 5.17, SD = 1.55) rather than women’s issue framing
(M = 4.75, SD = 1.87), F(1,326) = 5.874, p = 0.016, η2

p = 0.018.
A main effect of gender also showed that women (M = 5.26,
SD = 1.62) perceived leaders to be significantly more legitimate
than men did (M = 4.66, SD = 1.79), F(1,326) = 10.304,
p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.031. All other main effects and interactions
were non-significant, all F ≤ 1.151, ps ≥ 0.318, η2

p ≤ 0.007.

Leader influence
Replicating all other leadership evaluation findings and
supporting Hypothesis 1b, participants perceived leaders
to be significantly more influential when they promoted
gender equality as a common cause (M = 4.40, SD = 1.44)
compared to a women’s issue (M = 3.98, SD = 1.58),
F(1,326) = 7.355, p = 0.007, η2

p = 0.022. Similar to our
leader legitimacy results, a main effect of gender again
showed that women (M = 4.52, SD = 1.39) rated leaders
as more influential than men did (M = 3.84, SD = 1.58),
F(1,326) = 18.028, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.052. No other main effects
or interactions were significant, all F ≤ 0.932, ps ≥ 0.395,
η2

p ≤ 0.006.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 December 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 249729

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-09-02497 December 11, 2018 Time: 12:26 # 6
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Discussion
Experiment 1 saw gender equality being promoted by either a
male or a female leader, or a gender-neutral government agency,
and framed as either a common cause for men and women to
combat, or as an issue concerning women alone. Overall, women
reported higher collective action intentions than men (addressed
in the section “General Discussion”). However, our prediction
that framing equality as a common cause (rather than a women’s
issue) would result in increased mobilization toward equality
(H1a) was not supported. Instead, men and women reported
equal collective action intentions irrespective of how equality was
promoted. This is in contrast to Subašić et al. (2018), who found
common cause framing heightened participants’ collective action
intent (although for men, this effect only emerged when a male
leader promoted the common cause message). Indeed, a key aim
was to examine whether the source of the gender equality message
being a male leader (compared to a female or government leader)
would increase men’s mobilization toward equality, particularly
under common cause messages (H2). However, this hypothesis
was not supported. Instead, men and women expressed similar
collective action intentions irrespective of who promoted the
equality message and how.

While our collective action findings do not reflect Subašić
et al. (2018), the present work extends theirs in a novel
way by explicitly examining the leadership and influence
processes underlying participants’ mobilization. Importantly, our
prediction that solidarity-based common cause frames of gender
equality would elicit more positive evaluations of leaders (as
per Seyranian, 2014; H1b) was supported. Indeed, when leaders
highlighted equality as a common cause rather than a women’s
issue, participants consistently perceived those leaders as being
significantly more prototypical, legitimate, and influential – a
pattern which emerged irrespective of leader gender. These novel
findings are addressed in the section “General Discussion.”

EXPERIMENT 2

Experiment 2 aimed to build upon Experiment 1 (and Subašić
et al.’s 2018 paper) and manipulate the perceived legitimacy
of inequality by contrasting common cause framing with
meritocratic framing. In contrast to traditional women’s issue
approaches which subtly place the responsibility for addressing
inequality onto women, meritocracy framing more blatantly
assigns the blame for inequality to women. Indeed, meritocratic
ideology preserves workplace inequality by implying it is partly
women’s fault due to their tendency to pursue less intensive
career and education paths (Whelan, 2013). Such ideology
argues that so long as women gain the necessary experience,
they should climb the meritocratic hierarchy with ease
(Cech and Blair-Loy, 2010). This framing echoes Sandberg’s
(2013) ‘lean in’ philosophy, which maintains that if only women
would show up and “sit at the table” (p. 27), learn to master
negotiation techniques, take advantage of mentorship and
leadership opportunities, and commit to their own individual
growth, they would succeed in the workplace. Essentially, this
kind of meritocratic framing legitimizes gender inequality by

foisting blame onto the individual failings of people, rather than
considering discriminatory structural factors that genuinely
undermine the achievement of equality (Major and Schmader,
2001). Understandably then, meritocracy is often proffered as an
argument or excuse for abolishing affirmative action policies such
as quotas or preferential treatment strategies which take into
account minority or under-represented group status, because
these strategies are perceived as violating meritocratic principles
(Son Hing et al., 2002).

Meritocratic justifications of gender inequality are thus
particularly troublesome given that the perceived illegitimacy
of gender inequality is a key predictor for participation in
collective action (van Zomeren et al., 2008). Indeed, the more
one perceives gender inequality to be unjust or illegitimate, the
higher one’s likelihood of participating in collective action, and
vice versa (van Zomeren et al., 2008). Certainly, unquestioning
adherence to meritocratic ideals is known to undermine men’s
understanding of gender inequality (de Vries, 2010), and decrease
women’s likelihood of acting collectively against inequality
(Major et al., 2002). For example, Jetten et al. (2011) found
that higher perceived legitimacy and pervasiveness appraisals
of discrimination were linked to lowered collective action
intentions among women in academia. McCoy and Major (2007)
also showed that priming meritocratic beliefs among women
(e.g., “effort leads to prosperity,” p. 343) resulted in them
justifying group disadvantage by reducing their perceptions of
discrimination. Similarly, men and women were more likely
to accept gender inequality following exposure to essentialist
theories of social change, such as the belief that gender-based
labor segregation is due to innate biological differences between
men and women (Morton et al., 2009). However, these studies
relied on either providing false feedback regarding fellow female
employee’s legitimacy appraisals, or simply priming meritocratic
and essentialist beliefs, rather than explicitly manipulating the
suggested reasons behind gender inequality’s existence.

In contrast, study designs that do experimentally manipulate
the perceived legitimacy of gender inequality and measure the
effects on individuals’ mobilization allow for the assumed causal
direction to be tested (van Zomeren et al., 2008). Accordingly,
Experiment 2 saw workplace inequality being framed either
as a common cause for men and women to work toward
together, or as an issue existing due to meritocratic reasons.
By explicitly manipulating the perceived legitimacy of gender
inequality, we hoped to examine the effects that legitimacy
appraisals or explanations have on men’s and (particularly)
women’s responses to calls for gender equality. Additionally, we
expected that contrasting common cause framing with a more
polarizing version of women’s issue framing (i.e., meritocracy)
would strengthen the effects of common cause framing on
participants’ mobilization. Indeed, implying that inequality exists
for legitimate reasons further absolves men of any responsibility
to combat it (Whelan, 2013).

Furthermore, inclusion of the government agency in
Experiment 1 may have contributed to the flattening of responses
we observed on our leader gender factor. Due to this, and given
the importance of leadership processes to mobilization and our
desire to determine the effects of leader gender on mobilization,
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we focused solely on male and female leaders in Experiment
2. A lack of statistical power in Experiment 1 might further
explain our lack of significant findings, given 30% of participants
were excluded due to failing the leader gender manipulation
check. This resulted in Experiment 1’s cell size decreasing from
the recruited 40 participants per cell to an average of only 28
participants per cell. Consequently, we improved Experiment
2’s power by increasing the sample size from 40 to 45 per
cell. We also measured participants’ sense of common cause
(i.e., solidarity; Subašić et al., 2018), given solidarity is of key
importance to the present paper. This measure seeks to better
assess men’s and women’s sense of solidarity with those women
affected by gender inequality. Finally, belief in meritocracy is a
core American ideology (Kluegel and Smith, 1986), therefore
an American sample was used as it was presumed meritocratic
explanations of inequality would be most familiar to Americans,
regardless of whether they themselves endorse the ideology
(McCoy and Major, 2007).

Methods
Participants and Design
Participants were 360 White Americans (180 women), aged
18–65 years (Mage = 34.13, SD = 11.66), who were recruited
via crowdsourcing website Prolific (2017) and remunerated
$1.15 USD. Prolific allows recruitment of naïve participants
based on specified criteria (e.g., employment status), and use
of such crowdsourcing portals efficiently and appropriately
produces data with similarly good reliability as found in typical
undergraduate samples (Behrend et al., 2011). Participants were
employed on a full- (63.9%), part-time (18.3%), self-employed
(13.6%), casual (2.2%), or other (1.9%) basis. Students comprised
19.4% of the sample, while 80.6% were not currently studying.
The study followed a 2 (participant gender: male, female) × 2
(leader gender: male leader, female leader) × 2 (message framing:
meritocratic issue, common cause) factorial design with equal
numbers of men and women being randomly allocated to one of
the four conditions.

A G∗Power analysis revealed that for a power of 0.80
(α = 0.05), the minimum sample to detect a small effect size of
η2

p = 0.0225 (or f = 0.151) using a 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA should
be 343 participants (approximately 42 per cell). We increased
this to 360 (45 per cell) to obtain sufficient power following
the expected removal of those who failed the leader gender
manipulation check. Sensitivity power analyses showed that our
obtained sample size (336 participants) had the power to detect
effect sizes of η2

p = 0.0228 (or f = 0.152) for all main effects and
interactions.

Procedure and Materials
Participants completed a 15-min online questionnaire following
the same procedure as in Experiment 1. The full materials can be
found in the Supplementary Material.

Leader gender and message framing manipulations
We imbued Experiment 2’s vignette with an increased emphasis
on corporate culture depictions of workplace inequality issues,
given our sample consisted primarily of employed participants

who presumably had greater workplace experience compared to
Experiment 1’s sample, which consisted primarily of younger
students (Mage = 26.37, SD = 9.41; 61% studying; 52%
employed). Accordingly, although leader gender (male, female)
was manipulated in the same manner as in Experiment
1 (“Margaret [Matthew],” “her [his]”), the Gender Equality
Commissioner was replaced with the Chief Delegate to the
Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development.
Additionally, in both message framing conditions, the Chief
Delegate first described their aspirations to address pay and
leadership disparities within the business and corporate world
in particular (e.g., “increase the number of women in business
leadership positions,” “women still comprise only 21% of board
members and 9% of CEOs globally”).

Our message framing manipulation consisted of one
additional paragraph that framed inequality as either an issue
that primarily exists due to meritocratic reasons and that women
can overcome so long as they exert sufficient effort in the
workplace (meritocratic issue), or a common cause for both
men and women to address together (common cause). The
meritocratic manipulation paragraph stated: “While gender
inequality continues to be a significant social and economic
issue, those women who are in senior management roles
show that it is possible to move up the leadership ladder
by working hard, ‘leaning in,’ and making sacrifices. These
women demonstrate that all individuals can succeed in the
workplace irrespective of their gender — as long as they are
prepared to invest the time, energy, and significant effort
needed for such advancement. Indeed, in the business world,
those who apply themselves and make sacrifices along the
way reap the rewards, because business — and society more
broadly — has always rewarded hard work.” The common
cause manipulation stated “While gender inequality continues
to be a significant social and economic issue, it is now an issue
that matters to both men and women. However, our report
shows that progress toward this common goal has stalled,
which is why it’s important that both parties are engaged
and committed to tackling this issue together. Admittedly,
while there is no ‘silver bullet,’ we know that men and
boys working together with women and girls to promote
gender equality contributes to achieving a host of health and
developmental outcomes, not just those within the business
world.”

Manipulation checks
Participants identified the gender of the Chief Delegate
(male/female), then rated the extent to which inequality was
discussed as (a) a meritocratic issue or (b) a common cause.

Collective action intentions
Six items assessed participants’ collective action intentions
toward achieving gender equality (α = 0.91; adapted from
Calogero, 2013; Subašić et al., 2018). Sample items included:
“[Imagine that the Chief Delegate has approached you directly
to help with their campaign for gender equality. In that context,
please rate the extent to which you agree with the following
statements. . .] Sign a petition (in person or online) in support of
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Hardacre and Subašić Mobilization Toward Gender Equality

women’s rights and gender equality,” “I would vote for a political
party that fights against gender inequality.”

Sense of common cause
Four items measured participants’ sense of common cause (i.e.,
solidarity) with those women affected by gender inequality
(α = 0.96; adapted from Subašić et al., 2018). Sample items
included: “Those seeking to reduce income inequality and
leadership disparities between men and women share my goals
and concerns,” “I feel solidarity with the women affected by
income inequality and leadership disparities,” and “I see myself
as someone who shares the views of the women who object to
these forms of inequality.”

Leadership measures
Measures of leader prototypicality (α = 0.95), legitimacy
(α = 0.95), and influence (α = 0.95) were identical to those used
in Experiment 1.

Results
To investigate the effects of message framing on men’s and
women’s responses, significant participant gender × message
framing interactions were unpacked by performing separate one-
way ANOVA’s on relevant dependent variables at both levels of
participant gender.

Manipulation Checks
Frequency statistics revealed 93% of participants identified the
Chief Delegate’s gender correctly (95.6% male, 91.1% female).
The 24 participants (7%) who failed this check were excluded
from further analyses, hence the final sample comprised 336
(170 women). Participant exclusion distribution rates did not
differ significantly by Condition [χ(3) = 3.571, p = 0.312] and
are reported below in Table 3 alongside final participant gender
distributions for each cell. The higher percentage of participants
passing the leader gender check relative to Experiment 1 is likely
due to participants being remunerated via Prolific, which allows
recruitment of participants who have a track record of serious
study attempts (e.g., successful study completion rates over 85%).

Participants in the meritocracy conditions were significantly
more likely than those in the common cause conditions to agree
that the article discussed “Women in senior management roles
showing it’s possible to move up the leadership ladder by working
hard” and “The idea that all individuals can succeed in the
workplace irrespective of their gender, as long as they work
hard” [F(1,328) = 176.954, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.350; Ms = 5.83
and 3.53, SDs = 1.60 and 1.27, respectively). Participants in the
common cause conditions were significantly more likely than
those in the meritocracy conditions to agree that the article
discussed “The need for men and women to be engaged and
committed to tackling gender inequality together” and “The
need for men and boys to work together with women and girls
to promote gender equality” [F(1,328) = 317.891, p < 0.001,
η2

p = 0.492; Ms = 6.14 and 3.21, SDs = 1.17 and 1.82]. There
was also a participant gender × message framing interaction
[F(1,328) = 9.693, p = 0.002, η2

p = 0.029], with simple effects
performed at each level of message framing showing only a main
effect of gender for merit conditions, F(1,164) = 8.495, p = 0.004,

η2
p = 0.049. Women were significantly less likely to agree with the

common cause manipulation items (M = 2.81, SD = 1.72) than
men (M = 3.61, SD = 1.85), indicating that women were more
capable of distinguishing between the message frames. No other
significant effects were observed, indicating our message framing
manipulation was successful.

Correlations
Table 4 shows that the correlations between the dependent
variables were again consistent with extant research.

Mobilization Variables
Hypothesis 1a predicted that men and women would report
higher collective action intentions and sense of common cause
under common cause compared to meritocracy message frames.
Providing partial support for this hypothesis, women (but not
men) reported higher intentions (but not sense of common
cause) under common cause framing. Additionally, Hypothesis
2 was not supported, which predicted that men would report
higher intentions and sense of common cause under male
leaders who promoted a common cause message. Instead, men
reported significantly higher collective action intentions and
sense of common cause under male (compared to female)
leaders irrespective of message framing. Importantly, women also
reported higher intentions and sense of common cause under the
same conditions.

Collective action intentions
Contrary to Hypothesis 1a, no significant main effect of message
framing was found, with participants instead expressing similar
collective action intentions irrespective of how the message was
framed [Mcommon cause = 4.78, SD = 1.72; Mmerit issue = 4.55,
SD = 1.50; F(1,328) = 1.78, p = 0.185, η2

p = 0.005]. However,
we detected a significant participant gender × message framing
interaction [shown in Figure 1; F(1,328) = 5.035, p = 0.026,
η2

p = 0.015], which qualified the significant main effect of gender
that was also detected (Mwomen = 5.13, SD = 1.46; Mmale = 4.28,
SD = 1.61), F(1,328) = 26.404, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.075.
Simple effects performed at both levels of participant gender

revealed a significant main effect of message framing for
women, F(1,168) = 7.322, p = 0.008, η2

p = 0.042, but not men,
F(1,164) = 0.342, p = 0.560, η2

p = 0.002. Providing partial
support for Hypothesis 1a (which predicted that men and
women would report higher intentions under common cause
frames), only women reported higher intentions under common
cause (M = 5.40, SD = 1.44) compared to meritocracy frames
(M = 4.80, SD = 1.46). Alternatively, contrary to Hypothesis 1a,
men expressed similar (albeit still lower than women’s) collective
action intentions regardless of how the equality message was
framed (Mmerit issue = 4.31, SD = 1.50; Mcommon cause = 4.16,
SD = 1.76).

Finally, absence of a significant three-way interaction failed
to provide support for Hypothesis 2 which predicted that men
would report higher intentions under male leaders who promoted
a common cause message, F(1,328) = 0.480, p = 0.489, η2

p = 0.001.
Instead, a significant leader gender main effect showed that
irrespective of how the equality message was framed, male
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TABLE 3 | Participant exclusion distribution rates and final participant gender distribution numbers by condition, based on participants who failed the leader gender
manipulation check.

% of participants Number of male Number of female Number of overall

who failed the participants participants participants

Condition manipulation check remaining remaining remaining

Male leader, merit issue 5.55 42 43 85

Male leader, common cause 3.33 43 44 87

Female leader, merit issue 10 41 40 81

Female leader, common cause 7.77 40 43 83

Totals 7 166 170 336

The third and fourth columns represent the number of male and female participants remaining in each condition following the exclusion of those participants who failed
the leader gender manipulation check.

TABLE 4 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations (Spearman’s rho) among study variables.

Dependent variable M SD Sense of common cause Leader prototypicality Leader legitimacy Leader influence

Collective action intentions 4.68 1.62 0.787∗∗ 0.037 0.220∗∗ 0.153∗

Sense of common cause 5.17 1.56 0.043 0.238∗∗ 0.156∗∗

Leader prototypicality 4.86 1.41 0.608∗∗ 0.671∗∗

Leader legitimacy 5.20 1.48 0.808∗∗

Leader influence 4.69 1.45

N = 336. ∗p = 0.05, ∗∗p = 0.01 (two-tailed).

FIGURE 1 | Mean collective action intentions as a function of message
framing and participant gender. Error bars represent the standard errors.

(and female) participants expressed significantly higher collective
action intentions when male leaders discussed equality (M = 4.86,
SD = 1.60) compared to when female leaders did (M = 4.49,
SD = 1.62), F(1,328) = 4.816, p = 0.029, η2

p = 0.014. This indicates
that male (compared to female) leaders were better at mobilizing
male and female participants. All remaining main effects and
interactions were non-significant, all F ≤ 1.766, ps ≥ 0.185,
η2

p ≤ 0.005.

Sense of common cause
No significant main effect of message framing was found, thus
failing to support Hypothesis 1a. Instead, participants reported
similar sense of common cause regardless of how the message

was framed [(Mcommon cause = 5.25, SD = 1.68; Mmerit issue = 5.09,
SD = 1.43; F(1,328) = 0.65, p = 0.419, η2

p = 0.002].
Absence of a significant three-way interaction again failed to

support Hypothesis 2 which predicted that men would report
higher sense of common cause under male leaders promoting a
common cause message, F(1,328) = 0.899, p = 0.344, η2

p = 0.003.
Instead, replicating our collective action findings, a significant
main effect of leader gender revealed that irrespective of message
framing, men and women reported significantly higher sense
of common cause under male leaders (M = 5.33, SD = 1.46)
than female leaders [M = 5.00, SD = 1.65; F(1,328) = 4.429,
p = 0.036, η2

p = 0.013]. We also observed a significant main
effect of gender, with women (M = 5.78, SD = 1.17) expressing
higher sense of common cause than men (M = 4.55, SD = 1.67),
F(1,328) = 63.457, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.162. No other significant
main effects or interactions were detected, all F ≤ 3.279,
ps ≥ 0.071, η2

p ≤ 0.010.

Leadership Variables
Supporting Hypothesis 1b and replicating Experiment 1’s
significant findings, participants evaluated leaders as being
significantly higher in leader prototypicality, legitimacy, and
influence when they promoted gender equality as a common
cause rather than a meritocratic issue. However, this was qualified
by an interaction showing that women in particular rated leaders
as significantly more legitimate and influential under common
cause compared to meritocracy framing.

Leader prototypicality
Consistent with Hypothesis 1b, leaders who promoted equality as
a common cause (M = 5.42, SD = 0.99) were evaluated as being
significantly more prototypical of the gender equality movement
than leaders who used meritocratic explanations for inequality
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(M = 4.29, SD = 1.54), F(1,328) = 65.527, p < 0.001, η2
p = 0.167.

A significant leader gender main effect also revealed that female
leaders (M = 5.12, SD = 1.34) were rated as being significantly
more prototypical of the gender equality movement than male
leaders (M = 4.62, SD = 1.43), F(1,328) = 12.437, p < 0.001,
η2

p = 0.037. No other main effects or interactions were detected,
all F ≤ 2.051, ps ≥ 0.153, η2

p ≤ 0.006.

Leader legitimacy
Consistent with Hypothesis 1b, a significant main effect of
message framing showed that leaders who employed common
cause framing (M = 5.61, SD = 1.20) were viewed as significantly
more legitimate than leaders who relied on meritocracy framing
(M = 4.79, SD = 1.63), F(1,328) = 28.006, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.079.
However, this finding was qualified by the significant two-way
interaction between participant gender and message framing
shown in Figure 2, F(1,328) = 10.553, p = 0.001, η2

p = 0.031.
Simple effects performed at each level of participant gender
showed a significant main effect of message framing for women,
F(1,168) = 31.613, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.158, but not men,
F(1,164) = 2.576, p = 0.110, η2

p = 0.015. Women evaluated leaders
as significantly less legitimate when they framed equality as a
meritocratic issue (M = 4.50, SD = 1.82), rather than a common
cause for men and women (M = 5.81, SD = 1.18). In contrast,
men viewed leaders as being equally legitimate regardless of
how they framed their equality message (Mcommon cause = 5.39,
SD = 1.19; Mmerit issue = 5.08, SD = 1.36). No other main
effects or interactions were significant, all F ≤ 1.389, ps ≥ 0.239,
η2

p ≤ 0.004.

Leader influence
Supporting Hypothesis 1b, and replicating our prototypicality
and legitimacy findings, leaders who promoted gender equality
as a common cause (M = 4.98, SD = 1.29) were considered
significantly more influential than those who promoted it as
an issue pertaining to meritocracy (M = 4.39, SD = 1.55),
F(1,328) = 14.347, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.042. However, in line
with our legitimacy results, this finding was again qualified by
a significant participant gender × message framing interaction,

FIGURE 2 | Mean perceived leader legitimacy as a function of message
framing and participant gender. Error bars represent the standard errors.

F(1,328) = 3.857, p = 0.050, η2
p = 0.012 (see Figure 3).

Simple effects examining both levels of participant gender
showed message framing had a significant effect on women,
F(1,168) = 13.932, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.077, but not men,
F(1,164) = 2.028, p = 0.156, η2

p = 0.012. Replicating our leader
legitimacy findings, women viewed leaders as significantly more
influential when they framed equality as a common cause
(M = 5.11, SD = 1.39) rather than an issue of merit (M = 4.23,
SD = 1.69). Again reflecting our leader legitimacy findings,
men perceived leaders as being equally influential regardless of
how they promoted equality (Mcommon cause = 4.84, SD = 1.17;
Mmerit issue = 4.56, SD = 1.38).

Discussion
A key aim of Experiment 2 was to directly contrast male and
female equality leaders (bar a gender-neutral control) to better
determine whether they differ in their capacity to mobilize
individuals toward gender equality. Supporting Hypothesis 1b
and replicating Experiment 1’s findings, participants again
evaluated leaders as being significantly more prototypical,
legitimate, and influential under common cause rather than
meritocratic framing. However, this finding was qualified by an
interaction which showed that women (but not men) evaluated
all leaders as being significantly more legitimate and influential
when they promoted common cause instead of meritocracy
frames. These findings are addressed in the section “General
Discussion.”

Another key aim of Experiment 2 was to examine how
manipulating the perceived legitimacy of gender inequality
affects men’s and women’s responses to the issue, by contrasting
common cause framing with meritocratic framing. Replicating
Experiment 1’s significant findings, women reported significantly
higher collective action intentions than men, and the same
pattern was found for women’s sense of common cause with
the women affected by inequality. While Hypothesis 1a was not
supported in Experiment 1, in the current experiment women
reported significantly higher collective action intentions (but not
higher sense of common cause) under common cause compared

FIGURE 3 | Mean perceived leader influence as a function of message
framing and participant gender. Error bars represent the standard errors.
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to meritocracy message frames. Meanwhile, men’s mobilization
remained unaffected by message framing. Therefore, despite all
participants evaluating leaders who promoted common cause
frames more positively, Hypothesis 1a was partially supported
for women, but not men, and only for collective action
intentions, not sense of common cause. Additionally, in regards
to Hypothesis 2, men (and women) expressed higher collective
action intentions and higher sense of common cause under male
leaders compared to female leaders. This indicates that male
leaders were more successful than female leaders at mobilizing
male and female participants. However contrary to Hypothesis
2 this effect was not enhanced under common cause messages.
These findings are discussed below.

As anticipated, contrasting solidarity-based common cause
framing with a more polarizing and legitimating version of
traditional women’s issue frames (i.e., meritocracy) strengthened
the effects of such framing on (women’s) mobilization. One
limitation is that including a third women’s issue condition
would have allowed us to better determine the effects of common
cause framing relative to meritocratic framing. Nevertheless,
these results indicate that women, as the primary targets of
gender inequality (and as compared to men, who are typically
non-targets and even perpetrators of inequality) are particularly
sensitive to how the issue of equality is promoted, and remain
differentially affected by legitimating meritocratic messages.
Certainly, women’s adoption of meritocratic beliefs surrounding
inequality can lead them to “reconstruct the glass ceilings they
have cracked” (Cech and Blair-Loy, 2010, p. 371). Our findings
reflect this, given that women were significantly less likely
to report collective action intentions or feelings of common
cause under meritocratic frames. Essentially, providing women
with a meritocratic explanation of inequality removed their
motivation to agitate for collective action, likely as a reaction
to the message’s legitimating content. Ultimately, discrimination
perceived as legitimate removes the impetus for collective action
by “undermining the validity of the collective grievances of the
group” (Jetten et al., 2011, p. 118).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

This paper extends Subašić et al. (2018) findings by explicitly
examining the role of leadership and influence processes in
affecting social change. As predicted (H1b), across both studies
common cause framing (compared to more traditional frames
of equality) enhanced leadership evaluations of all leaders
irrespective of their gender. Indeed, common cause leaders were
evaluated as being significantly more prototypical, legitimate, and
influential by both men and women (Experiments 1–2). This
indicates that solidarity-based common cause framing plays a
key role in affecting support for social change toward equality.
As Steffens et al. (2014) assert, “leaders need not only to ‘be
one of us’. . .but also to ‘do it for us’. . .to ‘craft a sense of
us’. . .and to ‘embed a sense of us”’ (p. 1001). Common cause
framing achieves this perception of leaders being ‘one of us’ by
making them appear more prototypical and subsequently more
legitimate and influential to followers. Certainly, prototypical

leaders derive their influence partly from perceptions that they
embody collective group interests, which common cause framing
achieves (van Knippenberg, 2011). When (male and female)
leaders position themselves as a common leader for men and
women and thus craft a sense of common cause and shared
identity, both men and women appear more favorable toward,
and receptive of, these equality leaders.

Despite this, our prediction that common cause framing
would also result in higher collective action intentions and
sense of common cause on behalf of both men and women
was not wholly supported (H1a). Instead, providing partial
support for Hypothesis 1a, women (but not men) expressed
increased collective action intentions (but not sense of common
cause) under common cause messages compared to meritocratic
messages (Experiment 2). Meanwhile, men appear less affected by
what is being said, compared to who is saying it: message framing
did not affect men’s mobilization in either experiment, but in
Experiment 2 they (along with women) reported higher collective
action intentions and sense of common cause under male
leaders – irrespective of how they framed the issue. However,
because this effect was not enhanced under common cause
messages, our prediction that men would report higher intentions
and sense of common cause under male leaders promoting
common cause messages was not supported (H2).

Nevertheless, this finding that male leaders mobilized
participants more effectively than female leaders (Experiment
2) signals that leader gender remains a crucial aspect of the
leader-influence process when striving to mobilize follower
support toward social change. It is not sufficient to merely
“walk the talk” (Kotter, 2007, p. 101) by promoting equality
as a common cause for men and women – it appears leaders
must also embody a shared identity with their followers. Indeed,
the gender of the leader seems to greatly affect their capacity
to rally supporters, with male leaders invoking significantly
greater mobilization than female leaders irrespective of how
they framed their message, or how positively or negatively they
were evaluated as leaders (Experiment 2). Due to male feminists
being free from the stigma associated with being a female
feminist, this may have contributed to their higher mobilization
of participants (Anderson, 2009). Additionally, Wiley et al. (2012)
discovered that men exposed to positive (rather than negative)
feminist portrayals demonstrated increased feminist solidarity
and collective action intentions. A male leader publicly endorsing
equality could be viewed by men as a positive feminist role
model, likely allowing men to readily adopt feminist behaviors
(i.e., collective action intentions). Certainly, it has become
increasingly socially acceptable for male leaders and celebrities
to publicly self-identify as feminists (e.g., Barack Obama, Justin
Trudeau, and Ryan Gosling), but this acceptance is yet to extend
to women (Crowe, 2018). Furthermore, seeing fellow gender in-
group members promote equality likely diminished men’s status
protection motives, in contrast to outgroup female members who
likely threatened their status and thus decreased their willingness
to combat the status quo (Branscombe, 1998).

Taken together, our mobilization results speak to there being
different mobilization pathways for men and women, just as
there exists “differing starting places and processes for women
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and men” (de Vries, 2010, p. 36) in their journey toward
supporting gender equality. Namely, as the principal targets
of workplace gender inequality, women appear particularly
sensitive to the way in which leaders frame their equality
messages, especially when such messages can be perceived as
legitimating and therefore preserving gender inequality (e.g.,
meritocratic frames). Women are both demobilized by, and
prone to negatively evaluating leaders who choose to adopt such
legitimating messages. Furthermore, in both experiments women
expressed significantly higher collective action intentions (and
sense of common cause in Experiment 2) than men. This strong
gender difference demonstrates that women, as the primary
targets of gender inequality, are more readily invested in and
mobilized for equality than are men. Certainly, women are highly
motivated to act collectively against inequality because it damages
their group’s prospects (Van Zomeren and Spears, 2009), and
such feminist behavior aims to elevate women’s status relative
to men, hence is likely more attractive to women than to men
(Radke et al., 2018). This reflects extant work in related domains,
for example workplace gender discrimination (Iyer and Ryan,
2009), sexism confrontations (Becker and Barreto, 2014), and
women’s sexual objectification (Guizzo et al., 2017).

These results have implications for the study of social change
toward gender equality, specifically in regards to leadership and
shared identity. Namely, our findings suggest that men are doubly
advantaged in mobilizing followers because they already possess
a shared identity with both male and female followers: shared
gender identity and dominant in-group membership with men,
and shared cause (in the form of gender equality) with women
(irrespective of how they frame the issue; Subašić et al., 2018).
Essentially, male leaders signal to men and women that “we are
all in this together” (Subašić et al., 2018, p. 7). In contrast, female
leaders, who are admittedly fellow targets of inequality alongside
their female followers or employees, do not yet possess a similar
shared identity with their (male) followers. Future research
should explore alternative message framing or leadership style
strategies that female leaders could adopt in order to erode the
clear disadvantage they face in gender equality contexts (and
beyond).

Limitations and Future Research
These results should be considered in light of certain limitations.
Firstly, we did not replicate Subašić et al.’s (2018) finding that
solidarity framing increased men’s and women’s collective action
intent (an effect that only emerged for men when a male leader
promoted the common cause message). One methodological
explanation for this is potential weakness of our manipulation
vignettes or the manipulation checks themselves. While in the
correct rank order, responses of participants in the women’s
issue conditions to the women’s issue manipulation checks in
Experiment 1 were actually below the scale’s midpoint, indicating
a ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ response. The Likert-type
manipulation check items may not have adequately distinguished
between message framing conditions, and additionally common
cause condition participants might have misinterpreted and
agreed with the women’s issue manipulation items too. Certainly,
this condition ultimately encompassed equality as a women’s

(and a men’s) issue. However, these lowered scores could also
indicate disagreement that the article discussed inequality as
being a women’s only issue, and thus weakness of our vignette.
Certainly, our manipulation differed slightly from Subašić et al.’s
(2018). Whereas their manipulation specified an Australian-
based Gender Equality Commission, our vignette focused on a
supposedly global context and authority figure, with absence of
a relevant superordinate identity to provide a localized context
or initial shared identity for participants to relate to (e.g., an
Australian or American Commission). Given the central role that
social identity has been shown to play in the current and extant
work (e.g., van Zomeren et al., 2008; Banfield and Dovidio, 2013;
Klandermans, 2014), future research should investigate whether
the inclusion (or exclusion) of a more specific superordinate
identity would differentially affect (a) participants’ ability to recall
the manipulation’s contents, and (b) participants’ mobilization
toward equality. For example, future studies could explicitly and
orthogonally manipulate the salience of global versus American
superordinate identities.

Admittedly, many of our dependent variable means also
hung around the scale’s midpoint. Certainly, offering a middle
response category can increase the likelihood of participants
disproportionately adopting a midpoint response style (Weijters,
2006). Nevertheless, this raises concerns as to whether
participants properly engaged with the study materials, and
whether our manipulations elicited the desired effect. The large
percentage of participants (30%) who failed to correctly identify
the leader’s gender in Experiment 1 indicates our manipulations
were perhaps too subtle for participants to effectively distinguish
between the three leader gender conditions. Indeed, participants
had minimal (fictitious) information to base their appraisals
on (e.g., first names and pronouns only). Future work requires
improvement of the vignettes’ clarity and strength to ensure
the desired effect is elicited (e.g., additional biographical
information, photographs, real-world leaders), and use of
alternative manipulation checks, such as writing a short
paragraph about the vignette’s contents immediately following
its presentation (Evans et al., 2015). Future research should also
reconsider use of midpoint labeling and utilize larger samples.

Additionally, Subašić et al. (2018) sample comprised
primarily young Australian undergraduates, whereas we utilized
a combined Australian and American undergraduate and general
public sample (Experiment 1) and an older American employed
sample (Experiment 2). Thus participants’ personal experience
(or lack thereof) of gender inequality may have differed,
subsequently affecting their responses to different gender
equality messages. Indeed, Experiment 2 used a largely employed
American sample, and compared to typical undergraduate
samples these working respondents had more likely been
exposed to workplace gender inequality. Such familiarity could
undermine women’s acceptance of the meritocratic ideology
used, given employed women are more likely than men or
unemployed women to be cognisant of structural inequalities
and thus predisposed to interpret gender inequality as being
structurally based (Cech and Blair-Loy, 2010). Despite attempts
to keep the meritocracy messaging subtle, anecdotal feedback
indicated some female participants did not ‘buy’ the meritocratic
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framing, particularly when attributed to female leaders (e.g., “I
thought there was a subtle implication in Margaret’s statement
that the barrier to women holding high level management
positions was they weren’t working hard enough”; “It sounded
like she was saying - other women can do it, so if you failed it’s
your own fault and there is no systemic discrimination”). Future
research could utilize more naïve samples and more nuanced
meritocracy messages.

Our study design also limits the causal inferences we can
draw. It is possible that the interventions used have the potential
to be effective, however, were not intensive or long-lasting
enough to engender concrete change in participants’ social
change behaviors toward gender equality. The use of self-report
measures also makes it difficult to ascertain whether collective
action intentions translate into actual engagement with equality
and feminism beyond the studies. Longitudinal studies directly
engaging participants in collective action for equality could
determine whether the effects of our manipulations extend
beyond participation in the current studies. Furthermore, this
could uncover whether participating in collective action can
both shape individuals’ responses to inequality and be shaped by
individuals’ perceptions and actions concerning inequality (Iyer
and Ryan, 2009).

CONCLUSION

Paradoxically, by virtue of their gender and the privileges it
permits, male leaders seem to possess the ability to undertake
gender equality leadership roles and mobilize men and women
more effectively than female leaders (Marshall, 2007). Indeed,
despite holding formal authority within the workplace, female
leaders’ gender appears to limit their ability to address inequality
(Martin and Meyerson, 1998). Yet we have also demonstrated
that leaders’ influence and ability to mobilize follower support
goes beyond their gender to encompass the rhetoric they adopt
when discussing gender equality, in addition to who they are
targeting. While women (compared to men) are inexorably
more invested in, and thus more readily mobilized toward
gender equality, they still remain particularly sensitive to how
calls for equality are framed. This is in comparison to men,
who appear relatively unaffected by differing frames of gender
equality. Ultimately, the current studies point to the importance

of there being an intersection between leadership and solidarity
processes in order to bridge the gap between women’s and men’s
mobilization toward gender equality. This intersection requires
further unpacking to achieve a more nuanced understanding.
Importantly, just as the present research highlights the existence
of different mobilization pathways for targets and non-targets of
workplace gender inequality, so too might there exist different
pathways for male and female equality initiative leaders to achieve
successful mobilization of followers.
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Masculine work contexts form an important source of social identity threat for working
women. But what aspect of masculine work contexts is most threatening to women’s
gender identity at work: A numerical majority of male colleagues (i.e., numerical male
dominance), working in a profession in which women are negatively stereotyped
(i.e., normative male dominance), or the combination? The current study aimed to
disentangle these two aspects of masculine work contexts by testing its combined
impact on the experience of gender identity threat among women and men who
work in the STEM sector (i.e., Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics).
A field study was conducted among women (N = 177) and men (N = 630) graduates
holding an academic degree in a STEM educational program. Respondents either
worked in- or outside the STEM sector (i.e., stronger vs. weaker gender stereotype) and
estimated the ratio of men to women in their direct work environment. Results from a
Structural Equation Model demonstrated that women in STEM face double trouble: The
combination of working almost solely with male colleagues (being outnumbered) and
working in the technical sector (where women are negatively stereotyped) predicted
the highest levels of experienced gender identity threat, particularly among women
who highly identified with their gender group. Gender identity threat, in turn, negatively
predicted women’s work engagement and career confidence. Men did not face double
trouble: Their experience of gender identity threat was not related to working in a
masculine STEM sector. Importantly, considering that the women in this sample already
hold a degree in STEM, and have proven their competence in STEM and resilience to
gender stereotypes, this research reveals how in naturalistic work settings, prevailing
social identity threats continue to affect women’s professional careers.

Keywords: social identity threat, gender identification, masculine work contexts, gender (under)representation,
work engagement, career confidence, Science Technology Engineering Math (STEM)

INTRODUCTION

The STEM sector (i.e., Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) is one of the most
vital sectors for the economic competitiveness of European countries. With an academic degree
in STEM, people have access to the largest number, the best-paying and fastest-developing jobs
(Cedefop, 2016; European Union, 2016; European Commission, 2017). Yet the STEM sector
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remains a male dominated field; women are less likely than men
to opt for STEM educational programs, to hold a degree in
STEM, and to enter the labor force in the field of STEM (Hill
et al., 2010; Catalyst, 2018). Recent statistics demonstrate that
in the Netherlands – where the current study was situated –
only 24% of STEM graduates are women. And of those women,
a vast majority of 71% opts for a career outside STEM. As a
result, a mere 13% of professionals in the STEM sector are
women (Monitor Techniekpact, 2016). This puts the Netherlands
at the bottom of European rankings in the share of women in
STEM (Statistics Netherlands, 2016).

Although quite a number of studies have examined girls’
and women’s motivation to choose STEM as a field of study
(e.g., Cheryan et al., 2009; Else-Quest et al., 2010; London et al.,
2011; Thoman and Sansone, 2016), women holding a degree in
STEM are a small and understudied group (but see Fouad et al.,
2016). To our knowledge, there are no prior empirical studies
that directly compare how women STEM graduates who opt
for a career in the STEM sector experience working in a male
dominated context, relative to those who opted out. The current
paper aims to fill this gap in the literature and investigates how
women’s own career perceptions are shaped by the fact that they
work in-, or outside male-dominated STEM sectors.

Both in popular narrative (Sandberg, 2013; Kay and Shipman,
2014) and in scientific work (Hakim, 2000; Cech et al., 2011),
it is often implied that women’s intrinsically lower levels of
career confidence, motivation and ambition relative to men’s
cause them to opt out of challenging careers in traditionally
masculine STEM sectors. From this argument it would follow
that women are just not that willing to ‘go the extra mile’ or to
‘make the sacrifices’ needed to succeed in these types of careers
(Belkin, 2003). Indeed, gender differences in career confidence
and ambition have been found in prior research (e.g., Van Vianen
and Fischer, 2002; Cech et al., 2011). Yet we argue that these
gender differences do not emerge in a social vacuum and that they
are not always a matter of personal choice. Instead, we posit that
gendered socio-cultural norms in STEM work contexts constrain
women’s (more than men’s) career perceptions and impose
barriers to building their career confidence and engagement in
STEM (see also Peters et al., 2013).

This paper builds on social identity theory (SIT; Tajfel
and Turner, 1979) to investigate what aspects of masculine
work contexts may form career barriers among women STEM
graduates. The SIT approach posits that in organizational
contexts people’s attitudes and behaviors are determined, at least
in part, by their group memberships (e.g., being a woman, a
professional, a member of a team), and the importance people
attach to these groups (Haslam et al., 2014). Specifically, we
investigate how being a woman in a male dominated STEM sector
may form a source of social identity threat (i.e., the feeling of
being devalued or stigmatized at work on the basis of one’s gender
identity; Tajfel and Turner, 1986), which may result in negative
career-related outcomes such as lower work engagement and
career confidence.

In our investigation, we distinguish between two aspects
that may signal institutional male dominance in work contexts
(Gruber and Morgan, 2005). In addition, we investigate whether

particularly women who strongly identify with their gender
group experience strong gender identity threat in response
to male dominant work contexts (Crocker and Major, 1989;
Ellemers et al., 2002). The conceptual model is displayed in
Figure 1 and tested among a sample of female and male STEM
professionals. The inclusion and direct comparison of women to
men allows us to test whether expected gender identity threat
effects of male dominant work contexts indeed uniquely apply
to women and thus form yet another explanation as to why
particularly women in STEM tend to opt out.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Social Identity Threat Among Women in
STEM
Social identity threat is evoked when people feel concerned about
being negatively treated, stereotyped or devalued in some way
on the basis of their group membership (Tajfel and Turner,
1986; Crocker and Major, 1989; Branscombe et al., 1999). Gender
identity threat as a specific form of social identity threat emerges
when women or girls feel that they themselves as women, or
their group as a whole is devalued or stigmatized. For example,
when women feel judged based on their gender rather than their
professional competence, or when women feel uncomfortable in
work situations because of their gender, such as in relation to
sexist remarks or jokes.

A large body of research has been devoted to gender identity
threat and the conditions under which it is triggered. For
example, women STEM students who watched a video about
an engineering conference reported lower belonging and lower
desire to participate in the conference when the men in the video
were overrepresented compared to when the gender composition
was equal (Murphy et al., 2007). Similarly, women confronted
with gender stereotype-confirming commercials reported lower
interest in educational and vocational options that involved
technical domains, and avoided math tasks in favor of verbal
tasks (Davies et al., 2002). Moreover, in terms of performance
strategies, when women performed a task on which they were told
that men perform better than women, they tended to focus on not
failing on the task rather than being successful, especially when
they had to perform the task in a group consisting of men rather
than women (Derks et al., 2006). Finally, in terms of performance,
women’s performance has been found to be negatively affected by
activation of negative gender stereotypes (Cadinu et al., 2006),
in groups where women are underrepresented compared to a
group with equal gender composition (Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev,
2000), and by brief interactions with a sexist male confederate
(Logel et al., 2009). This work demonstrates that gender identity
threat is a situational predicament, evoked in response to the
activation or salience of gender inequality or bias (see also
Derks et al., 2006, 2008, 2016).

In comparison to the bulk of lab research on short-lived
effects of contextual cues and primes on gender identity threat,
the knowledge base in relation to prolonged exposure to male
dominated work contexts in naturalistic settings is relatively
small (Kalokerinos et al., 2014; Kang and Inzlicht, 2014).
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model with hypothesized relationships.

In naturalistic work settings, personal factors such as high
competence, strong motivation, and positive past experiences
may override classic context effects of social identity threat
(Sackett, 2003; Sackett and Ryan, 2012). Given that women who
opt for a career in STEM have clearly proven their competence,
motivation and perseverance in STEM, one could argue that they
have developed strategies to effectively cope with gender identity
threats, or that they are resilient to them altogether.

However, recent field studies suggest that women working in
male dominated work contexts do experience gender identity
threats. For example, in the law and consumer industry, the more
women compared themselves with their male (but not female)
colleagues, the higher they scored on gender identity threat and
the lower their career aspirations (Von Hippel et al., 2011). In
the police force, the more women experienced gender bias, the
higher their self-reported gender identity threat (Derks et al.,
2011b) and the lower their perceived fit and belonging at work
(Peters et al., 2013; Veldman et al., 2017). In the STEM sector,
recent diary studies showed that women (but not men) engineers’
conversations with their male (but not female) colleagues cued
feelings of incompetence and lack of acceptance. Moreover, on
days that these conversations took place, levels of self-reported
gender identity threat were higher (Hall et al., 2015, 2018a,b).
Building on this work, in the current study we move from a
micro level focus on daily interactions or cues that trigger gender
identity threats at work, to a macro level focus on institutional
parameters of male dominance that may cause gender identity
threats among women STEM graduates working in- or outside
the STEM sector.

Numerical and Normative Male
Dominance Elicit Gender Identity Threat
Among Women in STEM
In professional fields such as the armed forces, the financial
sector, academia, or the high-tech industry, male-dominance
does not take a single form, but is often institutionalized in
multiple ways. It is likely a combination of contextual parameters
such as gender composition, gender stereotypes or biases that

may elicit gender identity threats among women in these
professional fields. Thus far, research often either did not clearly
formulate the source of threat in response to male-dominance
at work (Logel et al., 2009; Hall et al., 2015, 2018a), or focused
on one such parameter at a time (e.g., Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev,
2000; Cadinu et al., 2006; Alt et al., 2017). What triggers threat
responses among women in male dominated work contexts in
STEM? The fact that women work in a sector in which few
other women are present, the fact that they work in a sector that
is stereotypically more strongly associated with masculine than
feminine attributes, or a combination?

In conceptualizing institutional parameters that signal male
dominance at work, we build on a sociological theory called
the double dominance theory (Gruber and Morgan, 2005). This
theory posits that institutional parameters of male dominance
can be distinguished in two categories, namely (1) numerical
and (2) normative male dominance. Numerical male dominance
indicates the ratio of men to women in a work environment. The
higher numerical male dominance is, the lower the proportion
of women in an institution is. In this research, numerical male
dominance is studied based on STEM graduates’ estimate of the
ratio of men to women in their direct work environment. With
only 13% of all STEM professionals being female, numerical male
dominance in the STEM sector in the Netherlands is generally
high, also relative to other sectors (Statistics Netherlands, 2016).

Normative male dominance indicates the extent to which
a professional culture positively evaluates stereotypically
masculine attributes (e.g., individualism, status-orientated)
and/or negatively stereotypes women or feminine attributes
(e.g., women are negatively stereotyped as incompetent in
math). In this research, normative male dominance is studied
by comparing professionals working either in- or outside the
STEM sector. The STEM sector is stereotypically considered
masculine (Diekman et al., 2010) and portrayed as highly
competitive, individualistic, task-focused, high in status and
monetary reward, and only carved out for those who are
“brilliant” or “innately talented” (Leslie et al., 2015; Storage
et al., 2016). These characteristics are typically attributed more
to men more than to women. A recent cross-national survey
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among 66 countries revealed that people implicitly associate
STEM abilities more strongly with men relative to women and
the overall magnitude of this effect is large (Miller et al., 2015;
see also Nosek et al., 2009). The Netherlands is a typical case in
point, because despite the fact that the Dutch score relatively
high on overall gender equity, Netherlands ranks first on explicit
gender stereotypes, and second on implicit gender stereotypes in
STEM (Miller et al., 2015).

In sum, based on double dominance theory (Gruber and
Morgan, 2005), we posit that numerical and normative male
dominance also have explanatory power in social identity
research, and specifically on women’s experience of gender
identity threat at work. We rely on recent field research
demonstrating that women but not men report higher levels of
gender identity threat in response to contextual cues signaling
male-dominance (Hall et al., 2015, 2018a), to argue that high
numerical and normative male-dominance at work also elicit
high gender identity threat among women but not men STEM
graduates. Moreover, we explore whether the combination
of numerical and normative male dominance results in an
interaction-effect, such that both reinforce each other to instill
the highest levels of gender identity threat at work:

Hypothesis 1: The stronger both numerical and normative
male dominance are at work, the higher gender identity
threat among women but not men STEM graduates will be.

The Moderating Effect of Gender Identification
Importantly, not all women deal with threats to their gender
identity in a similar manner (Ellemers et al., 2002; Schmader,
2002). The extent to which women in STEM may feel threatened
in male-dominated work environments is expected to depend on
their level of gender identification. Following from SIT (Tajfel
and Turner, 1979), the more importance or self-relevance women
attach to their gender identity (i.e., high gender identification),
the more motivated they will be to maintain or protect a
positive image of that gender identity (Tajfel and Turner, 1986;
Ellemers et al., 1999) and hence, the greater the experience of
gender identity threat in a context that signals male-dominance
(Schmader, 2002; Major et al., 2003).

Building on this, we expect that when gender identity is
considered highly self-relevant, confrontation with numerical
or normative male dominance at work is more threatening
for women professionals. In contrast, when gender identity is
not considered very self-relevant, such dissociation from one’s
gender identity can act as a coping mechanism to buffer against
the negative feeling of being devalued or stigmatized at work
on the basis of being a woman. Prior research on the Queen
Bee phenomenon indeed demonstrates that women who report
low connection to their gender group at work tend to distance
themselves from this group to ward off potential gender identity
threats and to successfully fit into a masculine work context
(Derks et al., 2011a,b; see Derks et al., 2016 for review). Men’s
gender identity may also play a role in their career-related
perceptions, but rather in the sense that STEM careers are
typically positively associated with masculine attributes (e.g.,
Diekman et al., 2010; Leslie et al., 2015). Thus, considering

that men’s gender identity is generally not stigmatized in male
dominated STEM work contexts we do not expect gender
identification to act as a moderating mechanism among male
STEM professionals:

Hypothesis 2: The effect of numerical and normative male
dominance on women’s but not men’s, gender identity threat
is moderated by gender identification, such that it is stronger
among high relative to low identified women.

Gender Identity Threat Negatively Affects
Career Perceptions of Women in STEM
Social identity threats have negative consequences, such as for
overall levels of cognitive functioning, decision-making, self-
regulation, well-being, belonging, and self-esteem (e.g., Davies
et al., 2002; Walton and Cohen, 2007; Inzlicht and Kang,
2010; Thoman et al., 2013). Following from this, we argue that
women’s experience of gender identity threat in response to a
male dominated work context in STEM negatively affects their
career perceptions, particularly impairing work engagement and
career confidence.

Work engagement can be defined as a positive, fulfilling work-
related state of mind, characterized by high levels of energy,
mental resilience, high involvement, and enthusiasm in one’s
work (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The more work engagement people
experience, the higher their commitment to their organization
(Hakanen et al., 2008), and the lower their intentions to leave
(Du Plooy and Roodt, 2010). Past research focussed on job-
level (e.g., job autonomy, learning opportunities) and individual-
level (e.g., self-esteem, optimism) processes as main driving
forces of work engagement (Bakker and Demerouti, 2008), while
little attention has been devoted to group-level processes. We
argue that when women STEM professionals have to deal with
gender identity threats in response to a male dominant work
context, this requires cognitive and emotional resources that take
away from their enthusiasm and involvement in their work. In
empirical support for this, research showed that feeling negatively
stereotyped as a female STEM student contributed to higher
disengagement and lower interest to continue a career in STEM
(Davies et al., 2002; Cheryan et al., 2009; Thoman and Sansone,
2016). Moreover, diary studies showed that on days that female
STEM faculty engaged in research conversations with male
colleagues, their reported disengagement at work was higher,
while the reverse was true for male STEM faculty (Holleran et al.,
2011). Moreover, on days that female, but not male, engineers
interacted more with their male colleagues, they experienced
more gender identity threat and as a consequence, reported
higher levels of burn-out (i.e., being emotionally drained and
exhausted at work; Hall et al., 2015, 2018a).

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of gender identity threat in
response to male dominated work contexts are associated
with lower levels of work engagement among, female, but not
male, STEM professionals.

Career confidence can be defined as the overall certainty
or clarity that people experience about their future career
perspectives. People with high career confidence know what they
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want in their career and are confident that they will be able
to achieve their career goals (Savickas and Porfeli, 2011; Gupta
et al., 2015). Research based on social cognitive career theory
(SCCT; Lent et al., 1994) showed that female college students’
confidence in their own ability to perform well in a STEM
study, positively affected their interest and choice for a career
in the STEM sector (Lent et al., 2003, 2005; Cech et al., 2011).
Moreover, female engineers’ positive beliefs in their competence
in STEM positively predicted their commitment and negatively
predicted their turnover intentions in STEM (Singh et al.,
2013). Finally, compared to female engineering graduates who
previously worked in engineering but left, those who still worked
in engineering report higher levels of domain-specific STEM
confidence (Fouad et al., 2016). Integrating this work on socio-
cognitive career theory with theory on social identity processes
at work, we argue that gender identity threat forms an important
explanatory mechanism as to why male dominated work contexts
impose a contextual barrier for female STEM graduates’ career
confidence. Initial support among student samples showed that
female STEM students’ experience of gender identity threat in
male-dominated educational contexts lowered their self-efficacy
(Deemer et al., 2014) and career motivation (see for review
Thoman et al., 2013) in STEM. Thus, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4: Higher levels of gender identity threat in
response to male dominated work contexts, are associated
with lower levels of career confidence among, female, but not
male, STEM professionals.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Design
In a cross-sectional field study1 performed in the Netherlands,
877 STEM graduates filled out an online survey. Forty-five
participants dropped out at an early stage and were excluded
from further analyses (this drop out was random across men and
women χ2(1) = 0.34, p = 0.56). Twelve participants had missing
values on the covariates in the model (age, contract size and
educational level) and were excluded from analyses. Because we
only focused on STEM graduates with paid work, or who had had
paid work within the past 12 months, another 13 participants
were excluded. In total, 807 participants were included for
analysis. Of these participants, 630 were men (78%) and 177 were
women (22%)2. In terms of educational level, 69% completed a

1The current study variables were part of a larger online survey on professional
development in STEM in which we also asked questions about participants’
professional profile, for example with regards to their competences, personality,
values and interests as well as additional questions about professional development
and learning. Upon request, more information about the complete questionnaire
can be obtained from the first author.
2Our sampling strategy was to obtain a sample size as large and representative for
the population as possible (that is, alumni from two STEM educational institutes).
This resulted in a sample size of N = 807. Because of this strategy, no a priori power
analysis was conducted. As a general rule of thumb, N = 100–150 is considered the
minimum sample size for conducting SEM (Ding et al., 1995). Still others advise
a larger sample size, for example, N = 200 (Boomsma and Hoogland, 2001; Kline,
2015). Simulation studies show that with normally distributed indicator variables
and no missing data, a reasonable sample size for a simple SEM model is about

scientific educational STEM program at a University, and 31%
completed a higher vocational educational STEM program at
a University of Applied Sciences. The average contract size (in
hours per week) was 36.62 (SD = 7.4). For women, the average
contract size was 35.45 (SD = 7.14) hours per week, and for men
the average contract size was 36.96, (SD = 7.48) hours per week,
t(805) = 2.40, p = 0.02, 95% CI: 0.27lb − 2.75ub. The average age
of participants was M = 35.77 (SD = 10.74).

Instruments and Procedure
An online survey was distributed among all graduates from
STEM study programs, via the alumni offices of two educational
institutions in the Netherlands. Permission was asked to contact
the alumni offices via the educational directors of all STEM
educational programs. The study was approved by the Ethics
Committee of the Behavioural Science and Management Faculty
at the University of Twente. STEM graduates were contacted
via their alumni email addresses. In total, 24,402 STEM alumni
from the University and 6,035 STEM alumni from the Higher
Vocational Education Institute were contacted and invited to
participate in the research. From the alumni who graduated at
University, 560 responses were analyzed (response rate: 2.3%)
and from alumni who graduated at the Higher Vocational
Education institute, 247 responses were analyzed (4.1%). Overall
response rates were low and this is likely due to the fact
that alumni email addresses are generally not used actively
by graduates; we suspect the vast majority did not read the
invitation email.

In the invitation email, STEM alumni were informed that the
purpose of the study was to gain insight in the career choices that
STEM graduates make after they finish their education in order
to better prepare current STEM students in their labor market
perspectives. A web link was provided in the email that redirected
participants to the questionnaire. Online informed consent was
obtained from all participants. After the general introduction,
participants were asked questions about their demographic and
professional background, their current work situation, their
career perceptions and about the role of their gender identity at
work. Unless reported otherwise, items were based on a 7-point
Likert scale (1 = I totally disagree; 7 = I totally agree). It took
participants about 20 min to finish the survey.

Normative and Numerical Male Dominance
To measure normative male dominance, we asked participants
to indicate whether they currently worked either in the STEM
sector or in a non-STEM sector. In total, 77% indicated to work
in the STEM sector. Among women, this percentage was 63% and
among men, it was 81%, χ2(1) = 27.61, p < 0.001. Specifically, of
all female participants, 111 worked in the STEM sector and 66
worked outside STEM. Of all male participants, 513 worked in

N = 150 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998/2012). For multi-group modeling, the rule of
thumb is 100 observations per group (Kline, 2015). Because the required sample
size also depends on the complexity of the model, another widely accepted rule of
thumb is 10 observations per variable (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1967). Including
covariates and interaction terms, our SEM model consists of 12 variables. This
would mean that per gender group, a minimum sample size of N = 120 is needed.
Thus, based on these rules of thumb, the sample size for both women (N = 177)
and men (N = 630) can be considered large enough for the model we test.
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STEM sector and 117 worked outside STEM. While the groups
differ in size, within both gender groups sample sizes are such
that they do allow for making reliable statistical inferences (Van
Voorhis and Morgan, 2007).

Secondly, to measure numerical male dominance at work, we
asked participants to estimate the ratio of women relative to men
in their direct work environment (i.e., gender ratio). Participants
could answer on a 5-point scale (1 = no women, only men;
2 = some women, mostly men; 3 = an equal amount of women
and men; 4 = mostly women, no men; 5 = only women no men).
Thus, higher scores indicated a higher ratio of women relative to
men in the direct work environment (and thus lower numerical
male dominance). Men indicated a stronger underrepresentation
of women in their direct work environment (M = 2.16, SD = 0.56)
relative to women (M = 2.65, SD = 0.82), t(224.83) = −7.41,
p < 0.001, CI95% : −0.62 − −0.383. Importantly, both genders
indicated, on average, that the gender distribution was skewed
such that men outnumbered women at work.

Gender Identification at Work
Gender identification at work was measured with four items
taken from Derks et al. (2011a). The items were, “At work, I
feel closely connected to other people of my own gender,” “At
work, I identify with people of my own gender,” “At work, I feel
committed to people of my own gender,” and “At work, being a
woman/man is important to me” (α = 0.80).

Perceived Gender Identity Threat
To measure perceived gender identity threat at work we adopted
four items from Hall et al. (2015). We introduced the questions
by stating: “Think about the day-to-day work activities and
interactions that you have in your work. To what extent do you
agree with the following statements?” The items were: “I am
often aware of the fact that I am a woman/man when I interact
with others at work,” “Sometimes I am concerned that being a
woman/man influences how others see me professionally,” “It
worries me sometimes that others might judge my work on the
basis of my gender,” and “Sometimes I feel uncomfortable at work
because I am a woman/man” (α = 0.84).

Career Confidence
Career confidence was measured with six items adapted from
Savickas and Porfeli (2011) and Gupta et al. (2015) career
adaptability scales. Items were: “I know what I want in my career,”
“I have a clear sense of what I want to achieve in my career,” “I
have confidence in my career,” “I keep changing my mind about
what I want in my career’ (reverse scored), “I often think that
I should change things in my career” (reverse scored), and “I am
uncertain about the choices I want to make in my career” (reverse
scored; α = 0.83).

Work Engagement
Work engagement was measured with two items from Schaufeli
et al. (2006), namely “At work I feel strong and vigorous” and

3T-test results with unequal variances assumed were interpreted, as Levine’s test
indicated unequal variances between women and men, due to a large difference in
group size.

“When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work,”
r(807) = 0.67, p < 0.001.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
In Table 1, means (M) and standard deviations (SD) on model
variables are displayed, separately for men and women. In
addition, t-tests were included to test for gender differences,
correcting for a potential violation of equal variances across
gender groups (men are overrepresented in the dataset relative to
women). Compared to men, women reported to work in STEM
less often and reported lower numerical male dominance (i.e.,
gender ratio) in their work context. Moreover, women reported
higher gender identification, higher gender identity threat and
lower career confidence compared to men. No significant gender
differences were found on work engagement.

In Table 2, correlations between variables in the model are
displayed, separately for men and women. Only women but
not men, reported higher gender identity threat when they
worked in the STEM sector compared to non-STEM sectors.
Only among women but not men, the higher the reported ratio
of women in the work context relative to men, the lower the
levels of reported gender identity threat. Gender identity threat
at work was negatively related to career confidence among both
men and women, and negatively related to work engagement,
only among women. There was a positive correlation between
normative (STEM vs. non-STEM) and numerical (gender ratio)
male dominance; this reflects the situation in the Netherlands
that the STEM sector is, numerically speaking, the most
male dominated sector relative to other economic sectors
(Statistics Netherlands, 2016).

To gain more insight in gender differences in reported gender
ratio in the non-STEM sector, an ANOVA was conducted with
gender and work sector (STEM vs. non-STEM) as independent
variables and gender ratio as dependent variable. Results showed
an interaction effect of Gender × Work Sector on gender ratio,
F(1,803) = 13.80, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.02. In the non-STEM
sector, on average women indicated to work in a context with
an equal gender distribution (M = 3.21, SD = 0.80), while
men still reported to work in a context with a majority of
men (M = 2.57, SD = 0.70), F(1,803) = 53.07, p < 0.001,
η2

p = 0.06. In the STEM sector, both women (M = 2.32, SD = 0.62)
and men (M = 2.07, SD = 0.48) reported to work in a male
dominated work context, yet men reported this gender ratio to
be significantly more skewed (i.e., more male dominance) than
women, F(1,803) = 16.87, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.02. In addition, the
variables measuring numerical and normative male dominance
were correlated (among women: r = 0.53; among men r = 0.35),
but this level of multicollinearity is still considered small to
moderate and therefore unlikely to result in Type II error, also
given our relatively large sample size [see Grewal et al., 2004
for more information on multicollinearity in Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM; Muthén and Muthén, 1998/2012)]. Note that the
independent variables will covary in the SEM model, enabling us
to draw inferences about the unique variance explained by both
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics on model variables of total sample (N = 807), women (N = 177), and men (N = 630) separately, and t-tests and 95% CI on gender
differences.

M SD 95% CI

t df p lb ub

Work sector∗ (0 = STEM;1 = non−STEM) Women 0.37 0.49

Men 0.19 0.39 4.73 243.23 <0.001 0.11 0.27

Total 0.23 0.42

Gender ratio at work∗ Women 2.65 0.82

Men 2.16 0.56 7.41 224.83 <0.001 0.36 0.62

Total 2.27 0.66

Gender identification Women 3.74 1.15

Men 3.44 1.22 2.91 805 0.004 0.10 0.50

Total 3.51 1.21

Gender identity threat∗ Women 3.12 1.45

Men 1.85 0.88 11.09 214.11 <0.001 1.04 1.49

Total 2.13 1.16

Career confidence Women 4.46 1.24

Men 4.77 1.12 −3.02 805 0.001 −0.51 −0.12

Total 4.70 1.16

Work engagement Women 5.00 1.22

Men 5.12 1.16 −1.24 805 0.216 −0.32 0.07

Total 5.10 1.18

∗t-test results corrected for equal variances not assumed across gender groups where provided as Levene’s test was significant for these variables. There were no
differences in t-test results between corrected and uncorrected tests. A higher score on gender ratio indicates a higher representation of women in the direct work
environment.

TABLE 2 | Correlations between model variables separately for gender groups.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

1. Work sector (0 = STEM;1 = non−STEM) – 0.530∗∗∗ 0.009 −0.272∗∗∗ −0.019 0.058

2. Gender ratio 0.347∗∗∗ – −0.022 −0.436∗∗∗ 0.032 0.054

3. Gender identification −0.120∗∗ −0.107∗∗ – 0.273∗∗∗ 0.045 0.053

4. Gender identity threat −0.023 0.000 0.267∗∗∗ – −0.212∗∗ −0.151∗

5. Career confidence −0.071 −0.039 0.032 −0.098∗∗ – 0.434∗∗∗

6. Work engagement −0.009 0.085∗ 0.100∗ −0.030 0.475∗∗∗ –

Women (N = 177) are displayed above the diagonal; men (N = 630) are displayed below the diagonal. ∗∗∗Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level. ∗∗Correlation is
significant at the 0.01 level. ∗Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. A higher score on gender ratio indicates a higher representation of women in the direct work
environment.

parameters of male dominance (i.e., numerical and normative)
on gender identity threat and career perceptions.

Analytical Strategy
The conceptual model (Figure 1) was tested with SEM using
MPlus 8, to obtain maximum likelihood estimates (ML) with
robust standard errors and a robust chi-square measure of overall
goodness of fit. The fit of a SEM model is considered good when
the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) and
the standardized root mean square residual (SRMSR) are ≤0.06
and the comparative fit index (CFI) and the Tucker–Lewis Index
(TLI) are ≥0.90. Finally, the χ2 > 0.05 and the value of χ2,
divided by the degrees of freedom should be less than 3 (Hu and
Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015).

To investigate whether the hypothesized structural equation
model would differ between men and women, we applied

multi-group analyses and compared model fit indices when
parameter estimates are constraint (expected to be similar) or
freed (expected to be different) across gender groups (Geiser,
2012). To investigate whether normative (i.e., working in the
STEM sector) and numerical (gender ratio) male dominance in
the work context would impact on female STEM professionals’
gender identity threat, whether both variables would interact
(Hypothesis 1) and whether they would be moderated by gender
identification (Hypothesis 2) we Z-standardized continuous
variables and computed the two-way interaction terms (Aiken
et al., 1991) and estimated parameter estimates on gender identity
threat. Moreover, we estimated parameter estimates from gender
identity threat to work engagement and career confidence. To test
the proposed mediation of gender identity threat between (male
dominated) work context and career perceptions (Hypotheses
3 and 4) we performed indirect effects testing by generating
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bootstrapped confidence intervals (5,000 iterations; Shrout and
Bolger, 2002; MacKinnon et al., 2004).

Model Fit
We compared the hypothesized model against a baseline model
(null-model) to test overall fit to the data. In the baseline
model, none of the paths between variables are expected to be
significant. This model obtained bad model fit, χ2(60) = 441.34,
p < 0.001, χ2/df = 7.36. In the hypothesized model, we added
Z-standardized regression paths from gender identification,
gender ratio, work sector (0 = STEM; 1 = non-STEM) and their
two-way interaction terms to gender identity threat4. Moreover,
we added regression paths from gender identity threat to career
confidence and work engagement. Correlational paths were
added between career confidence and work engagement and
all independent variables were allowed to covary. Age, contract
size (hours per week) and educational level (0 = University
of Applied Sciences; 1 = University) served as covariates. The
hypothesized model obtained good fit (χ2[30] = 48.95, p = 0.016,
χ2/df = 1.63, RMSEA = 0.040, SRMR = 0.022. CFI = 0.95,
TLI = 0.90) and was significantly better compared to the baseline
model, 1χ2 (60) = 392.39 p < 0.001. Overall, we concluded that
our hypothesized model was a good fit to the data.

Hypothesis Testing
In order to test whether the proposed relationships in our
model would be different for women compared to men, we
conducted multi-group comparisons. Here, the model fit of the
unconstrained, hypothesized model (paths were allowed to vary
between men and women) was compared to the constrained
model (paths were not allowed to vary), χ2(45) = 101.65,
p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.26. The difference between models was
significant, 1χ2(15) = 52.70, p < 0.001 indicating that the
relationship between male dominant work contexts (normative
and numerical), gender identification, gender identity threat, and
career perceptions were different between men and women. We
conducted path-by-path comparisons based on 1χ2 testing on
the parameter estimates between men and women to investigate
where moderation occurs (see Table 3). We discuss the parameter
estimates in relation to our hypotheses. See Figures 2A,B for
standardized parameter estimates in the SEM model for men
and women.

Hypothesis 1: Numerical and Normative Male
Dominance Elicit Gender Identity Threat Among
Women STEM Professionals
In support of Hypothesis 1, specifically among women but not
men, those who indicated to work in the STEM sector reported
higher levels of gender identity threat at work than those who did
not work in the STEM sector (γ = −0.24, SE = 0.09, p = 0.010).
Moreover, the higher the ratio of women relative to men in the
work context, the lower women’s but not men’s reported levels
of gender identity threat (γ = −0.56, SE = 0.90, p < 0.001).
Moreover, specifically women but not men working in STEM

4We also explored the three-way interaction (work sector× gender ratio× gender
identification) and found that it was not significant for either men or women.

faced a double identity threat in male dominated work contexts;
the interaction effect between work sector (STEM vs. non-STEM)
and gender ratio among women was significant (γ = 0.35,
SE = 0.12, p = 0.005; see Figure 3). Simple slope analysis revealed
that women who worked in the STEM sector (normative male
dominance) and reported a highly skewed male-to-female ratio
in their work context (numerical male dominance) experienced
highest levels of gender identity threat. Specifically, for women
working in the STEM sector, gender identity threat increased
significantly as the ratio of women to men decreased, b = −0.71,
t(176) = −5.27, p < 0.001. While a similar trend was found for
women working in non-STEM sectors, the relationship between
gender ratio and gender identity threat was not significant,
b = −0.23, t(176) = −1.95, p = 0.052. Put differently, when the
ratio of women to men was reported as relatively high (M+1
SD), there was no evidence that work sector (STEM vs. non-
STEM) affected experienced gender identity threat, b = −0.23,
t(176) = −0.98, p = 0.33. However, when the ratio of women
to men in the work context was reported as low (M−1 SD;
e.g., strong underrepresentation of women), women working in
the STEM sector reported significantly higher levels of gender
identity threat relative to women outside STEM, b = −0.71,
t(176) = −2.47, p = 0.015. Thus, numerical underrepresentation
of women in the work context forms a source of gender
identity threat, more so for women working in- than outside the
STEM sector.

Hypothesis 2: Effects of Male Dominance at Work Are
Stronger for Women With High Gender Identification
Gender identification was significantly associated with
experienced gender identity threat, such that the higher
individuals identified with their gender identity at work,
the higher the gender identity threat they experienced at
work. This was the case for both men (γ = 0.25, SE = 0.05,
p < 0.001) and women (γ = 0.25, SE = 0.08, p = 0.001).
Importantly, in support for Hypothesis 2, specifically for women,
the effect of gender identification on gender identity threat
was contingent upon both numerical and normative male
dominance at work; both the two-way interaction-effect between
work sector (STEM vs. non-STEM) and gender identification
(γ = 0.16, SE = 0.08, p = 0.048), as well as the interaction
effect between gender ratio and gender identification was
significant (γ = −0.18, SE = 0.07, p = 0.012), for women but
not men5.

In Figure 4 the interaction-effect between work sector and
gender identification is displayed. Simple slope analysis revealed
that for women in non-STEM sectors, gender identity threat
was significantly higher among high compared to low identifiers,
b = 0.73, t(176) = 4.09, p < 0.001. Similar but weaker
results for gender identification were found among women in
STEM, b = 0.33, t(176) = 2.48, p = 0.014. Moreover, women
who strongly identified with their gender identity (M+1 SD)
reported similarly high levels of gender identity threat at work,

5Note that while these interaction effects were significant for women but not
men, the 1χ2 tests on the parameter estimates across the gender groups were
not significant (gender ratio × gender ID: 1χ2[1] = 1.70, p = 0.19; work
sector× gender ID: 1χ2[1] = 2.65, p = 0.10).
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TABLE 3 | Standardized direct and indirect effects parameter estimates and path-by-path analysis on 1χ2 for both gender groups (women N = 177; men N = 630)
separately.

Women Men

Estimate p Estimate p 1χ2

Independent variables → gender identity threat

Work sector (0 = STEM;1 = non−STEM) → Gender identity threat −0.24 0.012 0.01 0.875 6.00∗

Gender ratio → Gender identity threat −0.56 < 0.001 0.08 0.319 29.23∗∗∗

Gender ID → Gender identity threat 0.25 0.012 0.25 < 0.001 1.57

Sector × ratio → Gender identity threat 0.35 0.005 −0.09 0.340 10.63∗∗

Ratio × gender ID → Gender identity threat −0.18 0.016 −0.07 0.228 1.70

Sector × gender ID → Gender identity threat 0.16 0.048 0.00 0.981 2.64

Gender identity threat → career perceptions

Gender identity threat → Career confidence −0.12 0.001 −0.11 0.007 0.04

Work engagement −0.16 0.034 −0.03 0.348 1.22

Covariates

Age → Career confidence 0.19 0.022 0.26 < 0.001 0.13

Work engagement 0.18 0.041 0.18 < 0.001 0.47

Contract size → Career confidence 0.14 0.053 0.03 0.499 1.95

Work engagement 0.16 0.019 0.13 0.003 0.21

Education level (0 = applied university;1 = university) → Career confidence 0.25 0.004 0.12 0.018 1.88

Work engagement 0.18 0.036 0.04 0.463 1.94

∗∗∗1χ2 is significant at the 0.001 level. ∗∗1χ2 is significant at the 0.01 level. ∗1χ2 is significant at the 0.05 level. A higher score on gender ratio indicates a higher
representation of women in the direct work environment.

irrespective of whether they worked in- or outside STEM,
b = −0.20, t(176) = −0.62, p = 0.54. Women who identified
less strongly with their gender identity (M −1 SD) reported
significantly higher levels of gender identity threat when working
in STEM relative to working in a non-STEM sector, b = −1.03,
t(176) =−2,73 p = 0.007.

In Figure 5, the interaction effect between gender ratio at
work and gender identification is displayed. Simple slope analysis
revealed that when women were strongly underrepresented
relative to men at work (M−1 SD; low ratio women), gender
identity threat was significantly higher among high compared
to low identifiers, b = 0.50, t(176) = 3.79, p < 0.001. When
women and men were approximately equally represented at
work (M+1 SD; high ratio women, M = 2.93 on 5-point scale,
with 3 indicating equal gender representation), gender identity
threat was relatively low, and there was no evidence for an
association with gender identification, b = 0.02, t(176) = 0.12,
p = 0.91. Moreover, women who worked in a context with
an approximately equal gender distribution experienced lower
levels of gender identity threat relative to those who worked
in a male dominated context; this was the case for both
low (M −1 SD; b = −0.51, t(176) = −3.71, p < 0.001)
and high [M +1 SD; b = −0.87, t(176) = 5.54, p < 0.001]
gender identifiers.

Hypotheses 3 and 4: For Women, Gender Identity
Threat Mediates the Relationship Between Male
Dominance and Career Perceptions
We hypothesized that to the extent that normative and
numerical male dominance at work form a source of gender
identity threat among women STEM graduates, this would have

negative consequences for their career outcomes, namely work
engagement (Hypothesis 3) and career confidence (Hypothesis 4).
To test these indirect effects, we generated 95% bias-corrected
bootstrapped confidence intervals (CI) on indirect effects (5,000
iterations; Shrout and Bolger, 2002; MacKinnon et al., 2004).
Moreover, we imposed model constraints on the indirect effects
with 1χ2 testing to investigate whether indirect effects were
different across gender groups (Ryu and Cheong, 2017).

First, with respect to work engagement (Figure 2 and
Table 3), results showed that gender identity threat was
significantly negatively related to work engagement among
women (γ = −0.16, SE = 0.07, p = 0.034), but no evidence was
found for such relationship among men (γ = −0.03, SE = 0.04,
p = 0.384). Note however that the 1χ2 test of the direct
effect between gender identity threat and work engagement
across gender groups was not significant. In Table 4, CI95% for
the indirect effects in the SEM model are displayed. Results
showed a significant indirect effect of work sector (STEM vs.
non-STEM), gender ratio, and the interaction term between
work sector and gender ratio on work engagement via gender
identity threat among women, while no such evidence was found
among men. This difference was significant between gender
groups. That is, in line with Hypothesis 3, to the extent that
normative and numerical male dominance form a source of
gender identity threat among women, this negatively affected
their work engagement.

Second, with respect to career confidence results from the
parameter estimates (Figure 2 and Table 3) showed that gender
identity threat was significantly negatively related to career
confidence among both women (γ =−0.22, SE = 0.07, p = 0.001)
and men (γ = −0.11, SE = 0.04, p = 0.007). In Table 4, CI95%
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for the indirect effects in the SEM model are displayed. Results
showed a significant indirect effect of work sector (STEM vs.
non-STEM), gender ratio, and the interaction term between work
sector and gender ratio on career confidence via gender identity
threat among women, while no such evidence was found among
men. This gender difference was significant for both the main-
effects and the interaction-effects. That is, in line with Hypothesis
4, to the extent that normative and numerical male dominance
form a source of gender identity threat among women, this
negatively affected their career confidence.

Third, results in Table 4 also showed that for both
women and men, gender identification indirectly predicted

their career confidence via gender identity threat; the more
STEM graduates identified with their gender identity at work,
the more gender identity threat they experienced, with lower
career confidence as a down-stream effect. For women, we
found that this indirect effect of gender identification was also
contingent upon the gender ratio (i.e., numerical dominance)
in the direct work environment. That is, particularly women
who were highly identified with their gender identity and
who were also strongly outnumbered by men in their work
context were negatively affected in their career confidence via
high levels of gender identity threat. Importantly, however,
while the indirect effect of the interaction term between

FIGURE 2 | (A) Structural Equation Model for women (N = 177). Significant standardized parameter estimates marked in bold. (B) Structural Equation Model for
men (N = 630). Significant standardized parameter estimates marked in bold; non-significant standardized parameter estimates are indicated with a dotted line.
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FIGURE 3 | Two-way interaction-effect gender ratio × work sector (STEM vs.
non-STEM) on gender identity threat among women.

FIGURE 4 | Two-way interaction-effect work sector (STEM vs.
non-STEM) × gender identification on gender identity threat among women.

FIGURE 5 | Two-way interaction-effect gender ratio × gender identification on
gender identity threat among women.

gender identification and gender ratio was significant among
women but not men, the 1χ2 of this indirect effect was
not significant.

Finally, it is interesting to note that the variance explained
by numerical (gender ratio) and normative (work sector)
male dominance at work, gender identification and their
two-way interaction terms on gender identity threat among

women was R2 = 0.30, which boils down to an effect
size of f2 = 0.43 (large effect; Cohen, 1988). For men, the
explained variance was R2 = 0.08, which boils down to an
effect size of f2 = 0.09 (small effect), driven only by gender
identification. The explained variance for career confidence and
work engagement was considerably smaller among both women
(career confidence: R2 = 0.10; work engagement R2 = 0.07)
and men (career confidence: R2 = 0.06; work engagement
R2 = 0.04). Indeed, as prior research demonstrates, career
confidence and work engagement also depend on individual- and
organization-level factors.

DISCUSSION

The goal of this paper was to investigate how different
institutional parameters of male dominance predict career
perceptions of women in STEM. In doing so, we relied on double
dominance theory (Gruber and Morgan, 2005) and distinguished
between numerical and normative male dominance at work. We
focussed on a unique population of professionals, namely highly
educated female STEM graduates who opted for a career either
in- or outside the STEM sector. We took a social identity lens
(Tajfel and Turner, 1979) to put forward gender identity threat
as an important mechanism to explain how masculine work
contexts translate into career barriers for women in STEM.

Numerical and Normative Male
Dominance Have Unique and Combined
Effects on Gender Identity Threat
Study results showed that the more women reported to be
outnumbered by men in their direct work environment (i.e.,
numerical male dominance), the higher their experience of
gender identity threat was. Following from the social identity
approach (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), being one of the only
few women at work means being highly dissimilar from most
other colleagues. This makes one’s gender category highly salient
(Wilder, 1984; Turner et al., 1987), increases awareness about
one’s gender at work, and heightens the expectation that one
will be viewed by others in terms of one’s gender category (Frey
and Tropp, 2006). In line with prior research, our data revealed
that numerical male dominance thus gives rise to gender identity
threats among female STEM graduates (e.g., Murphy et al., 2007;
Veldman et al., 2017).

Above and beyond women’s numerical male dominance, the
mere fact of working in the STEM vs. non-STEM sector (i.e.,
normative male dominance) also uniquely predicted gender
identity threat. Women working in STEM reported higher gender
identity threat levels compared to women working in a non-
STEM sector. Traditionally male dominant professional cultures
such as STEM tend to be associated with a higher value attached
to the male identity and to typically masculine characteristics
than the female identity and typically feminine characteristics
(Branscombe and Ellemers, 1998; Derks et al., 2006, 2018; Van
Laar et al., 2010). Indirect support that this is the case in our data
can be inferred from the fact that male professionals working in
STEM identified more strongly with their gender identity at work
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TABLE 4 | Indirect effects testing with 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (CI) on the mediating effect of gender identity threat (M) between
independent variables (X) and work outcomes (Y), for men and women separately.

Women Men

Indirect effect CI95% Indirect effect CI95% 1χ2

LB UB LB UB

Indirect effect X → Y via gender identity threat (M)

Work sector (0 = STEM;1 = non−STEM) → Work engagement 0.036 0.003 0.087 0.000 −0.008 0.004 6.41∗∗

Career confidence 0.051 0.009 0.109 −0.001 −0.014 0.010 6.21∗∗

Gender ratio → Work engagement 0.120 0.046 0.213 −0.008 −0.025 0.011 10.13∗∗∗

Career confidence 0.087 0.007 0.175 −0.002 −0.016 0.006 4.80∗

Gender ID → Work engagement −0.053 −0.119 −0.012 −0.026 −0.051 −0.010 1.75

Career confidence −0.038 −0.102 −0.003 −0.008 −0.025 0.009 2.26

Sector × ratio → Work engagement −0.075 −0.163 −0.019 0.010 −0.022 0.024 10.04∗∗

Career confidence −0.054 −0.135 −0.007 0.003 −0.013 0.018 8.18∗∗

Ratio × gender ID → Work engagement 0.039 0.006 0.088 0.008 −0.005 0.024 2.11

Career confidence 0.028 0.001 0.077 0.002 −0.004 0.015 2.87

Sector × gender ID → Work engagement −0.035 −0.092 −0.001 0.000 −0.022 0.012 2.83

Career confidence −0.026 −0.077 0.000 0.000 −0.007 0.005 3.07

∗p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗p ≤ 0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.

than they did when working outside STEM (Table 2). Our results
suggest that for women, working in the STEM sector elicits more
gender identity threat than working outside the STEM sector –
even among women who have successfully obtained an academic
degree in STEM and have made the decision to continue their
career in this field.

The combination of numerical and normative male dominance
resulted in highest levels of gender identity threat among women
STEM graduates. This is in line with what double-dominance
theory would suggest (Gruber and Morgan, 2005). Thus far,
this theory has been applied from a perpetrator’s perspective,
to predict the prevalence of sexual harassment cases in work
contexts where both numerical and normative male dominance
are high (de Haas and Timmerman, 2010; Dresden et al., 2018).
Expanding on this theory, in this study our primary focus
was on the target’s perspective and the demonstration that for
women, the joint experience of numerical and normative male
dominance was associated with highest levels of gender identity
threat. It could be speculated that the gender identity threat
findings uncovered in this research are related to women’s actual
experience of sexual harassment in male dominant work contexts
(Leaper and Starr, 2018). Further combining these sociological
and socio-psychological theories to investigate this connection
might be an interesting avenue for future research.

Our investigation of social identity processes among a unique
population of female and male STEM professionals contributes
to recent research and theorizing on social identity threats in
naturalistic work settings (Hall et al., 2015, 2018a,b). Also, it
appeals to the growing call for research that seeks to understand
social identity processes among women in STEM after they
complete their education and enter the workplace (Walton et al.,
2015). Adding to this knowledge base, our study demonstrates
that social identity threats are not only evoked in response
to temporary (e.g., daily) activation of situational cues that

signal male dominance within STEM, but also that working
in the STEM sector in itself (as opposed to outside STEM)
serves as a source of gender identity threat among women
professionals. This suggests that while women STEM graduates’
personal experience and ability in STEM may certainly contribute
to their overall confidence and perseverance in STEM (Cech
et al., 2011; Fouad et al., 2016), this does not completely
override the fact that masculine STEM working contexts impose
a threat on women’s gender identity and form barriers to their
career advancement. Together, our findings enrich social identity
research in organizations, extending its validity not only to short-
lived, situational salience of gender inequality or bias at work, but
also to prolonged exposure to biased institutional systems.

In terms of practical implications, our results point to the
importance of the numerical representation of women for their
work experiences, especially in the STEM sector. The reported
gender ratio at work most strongly affected women’s experienced
gender identity threat in our model, with negative consequences
for their work engagement and career confidence. Moreover, this
effect turned out to be even stronger for women working in
STEM. This suggests that actions that increase the number of
women working in STEM can have potent effects on women’s
work experiences. The stronger the representation of women
in STEM, the less gender identity threat women experience,
and hence the stronger their work engagement and career
confidence. This, in turn, may have important trickle-down
effects that impact upon the masculine organizational culture
within the STEM sector. For example, the more women feel
confident and engaged at work and the less they worry about
their gender identity, the more likely it is that they will be
their authentic self, hereby adding to increased heterogeneity
in perspectives in their company (Galinsky et al., 2015).
Only when women add their perspectives rather than try to
assimilate into masculine culture (e.g., Derks et al., 2016) will
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gender diversity actually lead to more optimal diverse human
capital utilization.

The Role of Gender Identification in
Masculine Work-Contexts
The current results once again show that gender identification at
work plays an important role in the extent to which masculine
work contexts affect women’s experience of social identity
threat. Specifically, our study showed that especially women
who identified highly with their gender at work, were negatively
affected by being strongly outnumbered by men in their work
context. Put differently, when women were underrepresented at
work, those who attributed the least significance to their gender
identity were also the least affected by gender identity threats.
This finding is in line with research showing that one identity
strategy for women to protect themselves against gender identity
threats in masculine work contexts is to distance the self from the
gender identity at work (Ellemers et al., 2012; Derks et al., 2016;
Faniko et al., 2017). Indeed, in a recent life history study, female
associate and full professors in science tended to downplay or
ignore the significance of gender when being interviewed about
their career trajectory (Britton, 2017).

Gender identification also played a moderating role in relation
to women’s gender identity threat depending on their work
sector (STEM vs. non-STEM). While gender identity threat was
generally higher when women worked in the STEM sector,
especially in the non-STEM sector women’s experience of
gender identity threat depended more strongly on their gender
identification: in the non-STEM sectors, women’s low gender
identification yielded lowest levels of gender identity threat.
In line with recent work on ‘gender blindness’ (Martin and
Phillips, 2017) this may suggest that when the relevance of
women’s gender identity at work is low, both in the work context
(non-STEM; low normative male dominance) and from the
individual’s perspective (low gender identification) they are least
likely to feel uncertain or uncomfortable at work on the basis of
being a woman.

Importantly, however, this is not to say that we consider low
gender identification at work an effective strategy to prevent
women STEM professionals from experiencing identity threats.
Firstly, while our results showed that lower gender identification
was associated with lower reported gender identity threat, low
identifiers were not completely immune to gender identity
threat effects in male dominated work environments. The lowest
identity threat levels were reported among women working either
outside the STEM sector, or in an environment where gender
representation was approximately equal. Secondly, low gender
identification also has disadvantages, because it causes women
to distance from other women, and to not support (or even
oppose) collective actions directed at improving their low status
position in masculine work contexts (e.g., Derks et al., 2016).
As a consequence, low identified women in STEM also likely do
not serve as a role model for the undergraduate female STEM
students and their career decisions to stay or leave the STEM
sector. Finally, high gender identification also has advantages.
Following the rejection-identification model (Branscombe et al.,

1999) gender identification can serve a protective function to
cope with gender inequality, in that a sense of belongingness
and acceptance in a minority group of women at work can
provide a psychological buffer against hostile, male dominant
work climates which lowers psychological distress (Sellers et al.,
2003) and increases well-being (Latrofa et al., 2009). We thus
recommend future research to be directed at identity coping
mechanisms that do not involve a dissociation, but rather an
integration of women’s gender identity at the workplace.

Social Identity Processes Among Male
STEM Professionals
Contrary to the results for female STEM professionals, no
empirical evidence was found that numerical and normative
male dominance at work impose barriers to men’s careers; men’s
experience of gender identity threat at work was unrelated
to these context effects, and gender identity threat did not
mediate the relationship between numerical and normative male
dominance at work and career perceptions. However, that is not
to say that gender identity processes do not play a role for male
STEM professionals. For men too, higher gender identification
was associated with higher levels of gender identity threat.
What’s more, correlational analyses (Table 2) indicated that men’s
identification with their gender identity at work was higher when
working in the STEM sector relative to outside STEM, and when
their work context was composed of a higher majority of men.
In addition, when men did feel threatened at work on the basis
of their gender identity, this too had a small but significantly
negative effect on their career confidence. A crucial question
remains what institutional parameters will elicit feelings of
gender identity threat among male STEM professionals. Building
on recent work, the potential loss of men’s high-status position
in STEM in response to implementation of gender quota or pro-
diversity programs may form one such identity threat (Dover
et al., 2016). This forms an interesting avenue for future research.

Our findings suggest that for men, working in male
dominated STEM contexts is inherently connected to their male
identity. Recent work demonstrates that masculine professional
stereotypes may not only discourage women, but also some men,
who feel they are ‘not men enough’ to measure up to the macho
stereotypes associated with a professional field (Peters et al.,
2014). Peters et al. (2014) demonstrated that this is the case
among male commando recruits in the Royal Marine and male
surgical trainees in the medical sector. Although the content of
masculine stereotypes may be quite different in the STEM sector,
in future research a similar investigation in the STEM sector is
highly relevant and timely, because even though dropout rates in
the STEM sector are highest among women, they are also high
among men (about half of men STEM graduates opts for a career
outside STEM; Statistics Netherlands, 2016).

First empirical support for the idea that the STEM sector
is mostly considered an attractive career option among
prototypically masculine STEM graduates (irrespective of their
gender) was found in research on STEM students’ professional
identity profiles. This work shows that those with a stereotypically
“Nerdy” profile (e.g., highly analytical and introverted, values
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intellectual stimulation, likes computer gaming) identified
highest with their professional identity and were most likely to
opt for a career in STEM (van Veelen et al., 2018). This suggests
that people’s perception about what it means to be a successful
professional STEM is quite narrowly defined and masculine. This
does not only obstruct women STEM graduates from opting for a
career in STEM, but also a lot of men. The STEM sector thus faces
the challenge to increase numerical gender diversity in the work
force, but also to foster inclusive work climates (Otten and Jansen,
2014) where people with different demographic and professional
profiles feel accepted and appreciated.

Limitations and Future Research
We demonstrated that female STEM graduates who work in
the STEM sector and who work with a majority of men
experience the highest levels of gender identity threat. This
finding informs us about the social-identity explanations as
to why women are more likely to opt for a career outside
STEM, or leave the STEM sector at a later point. The fact
that male dominance manifests itself on different institutional
parameters (i.e., numerical and normative), and that they
have unique and joint explanatory power, calls for a further
detection and investigation of the combined effects of other
institutional parameters that signal male dominance on social
identity threat in future research. For example, we may
expect that institutional parameters such as organizations’
corporate structure (e.g., flat vs. hierarchical; Morgan, 2014),
employment conditions (e.g., contract size, flexible working,
leave arrangements (Plantenga and Remery, 2010), or gender
diversity policies (Dobbin and Kalev, 2018; Pietri et al., 2018)
jointly add to the potency of the work context to form
a source of gender identity threat in women’s efforts to
build a career.

We assume that working in STEM (vs. non-STEM) serves as a
proxy for high (vs. lower) normative male dominance in the work
context, and we do so based on prior evidence demonstrating
that – particularly in the Netherlands – stereotypically masculine
characteristics tend to be positively valued in STEM (Diekman
et al., 2010; Leslie et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2015; Storage
et al., 2016; Derks et al., 2018) and women’s professional
ability tends to be undermined in STEM (e.g., Nosek et al.,
2009; Miller et al., 2015). Yet in the current study, we cannot
pinpoint the exact nature of normative male dominance, and
what specific elements of the STEM professional culture drive
women’s higher levels of gender identity threat. Is it the negative
gender stereotype that ‘women are worse in math’ (Cheryan
et al., 2009), the ‘innate brilliance’ that is attributed to people
working in STEM (Leslie et al., 2015), or the ‘performance-
driven culture’ in STEM (Bleijenbergh et al., 2012) that cause
women to feel more uncertain and negatively judged as a
professional in- than outside STEM? In follow-up studies, we
suggest to measure STEM professionals’ perceptions of their
own work sector (STEM vs. non-STEM) on these specific
elements in order to (1) directly test the assumption that
higher gender identity threat levels among women working in
STEM relative to in other sectors are indeed attributable to a
stereotypically higher endorsement of masculine attributes and a

lower expectation about women’s ability in STEM work contexts.
Relatedly, our holistic approach to differentiate between STEM
and non-STEM does not consider that STEM disciplines vary
strongly in gender bias and inequality. For example, biology
and neurosciences are far more ‘gender-equal’ compared to
engineering and physics (Cheryan et al., 2017). Future research
would benefit from more fine-grained field studies investigating
what specific masculine norms in STEM professional cultures
make the STEM sector a women-unfriendly place to work,
and where in different STEM disciplines these gendered norms
manifest most strongly.

Because of the cross-sectional nature of the data, claims
about causality should be made with caution. While it is quite
safe to assume that work context parameters precede women’s
experience of gender identity threat in that particular context,
a reverse causal model in which career attitudes precede gender
identity threat could – in theory – be possible, such that because
the work context negatively affects women’s career confidence
and work engagement, it makes them more prone to experience
gender identity threats. Nevertheless, a statistical test of this
alternative model resulted in poor model fit6 and non-significant
parameter estimates for both direct and indirect effects, rendering
this reverse causal model unlikely. In a similar vein, in the
current cross-sectional data we were unable to rule out third
variable explanations, for example that individual differences
between women who do and do not opt for a career in STEM
can explain why women in STEM experience more gender
identity threat than women STEM graduates who work outside
of STEM. However, we deem it unlikely that those women who
are somehow most vulnerable to these settings are the ones who
end up choosing them. In any case, future research in the form
of experimental or longitudinal designs could offer a more solid
method to make causal inferences about contextual causes and
career consequences of gender identity threat.

The self-report data in this study may raise concerns about
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003)7. Yet scale testing
(see footnote 7) demonstrated that common method variance
was negligible (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In addition, significant
moderation effects cannot be artifacts of common method
bias (Siemsen et al., 2010). In future research, a multi-source
method, for example including objective measures of numerical
representation of women and men in the work context and actual
turnover rates, promotions and salary raises of professionals
working in STEM and non-STEM via personnel records adds
further validity to the current study outcomes.

6An alternative causal model in which women’s career confidence and
work engagement preceded gender identity threat resulted in poor model fit
(χ2[24] = 181.74, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 7.57, RMSEA = 0.13, SRMR = 0.05. CFI = 0.59,
TLI =−0.03).
7We investigated the presence of common method variance by using Harmans
single factor test (Podsakoff et al., 2003), in which all scale items [gender ratio,
work sector, gender identification (four items), identity threat (four items),
career confidence (six items) and work engagement (two items)] were entered
in an unrotated exploratory factor analysis (PCA) with the number of factors
constrained to one. Common method bias is assumed be to present when the single
factor explains over 50% of variance, yet our resulting factor merely explained 22%
of variance in the items.
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While the ecological validity of our field data is high, we
must consider that selection biases are present in our sample.
For example, in our sample 77% of the graduates indicated
to work in the STEM sector (66% of the women; 81% of the
men), while national figures demonstrate that around 30% of
all women and 50% of all men STEM graduates opt for a
career in STEM (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). A reason for this
difference might be that those who decided to stay in STEM
after graduation feel more affiliated with their past education
and their time at University. Thus, they might be more likely
to read emails on their alumni address and respond to requests
to participate in research to support STEM students’ career
development. Moreover, because this study was set out in the
Netherlands – in which gender biases in STEM are relatively
high (Miller et al., 2015) – we cannot generalize our findings to
other countries. In future research, a cross-cultural comparison
can offer valuable insights as to whether levels of gender identity
threat in response to working in STEM (vs. non-STEM) differ
depending on the endorsement of negative gender stereotypes in
STEM on a national level.

In this study, we focused on work context parameters that
have negative (threatening) consequences for women working
in STEM and form barriers to their careers. While this focus
is highly valuable to explain why women opt out of STEM, a
more solution-driven approach would be to focus on positive
context parameters that challenge women – and men – working
in STEM and form a springboard to their careers. As a first
step, recent research demonstrated that the presence of gender
inclusive policies reduced feelings of gender identity threat
among women in engineering (Hall et al., 2018b). Importantly,
they demonstrated that these gender inclusive policies reduced
feelings of gender identity threat even when the numerical
representation of women in the work context was low. As such,
even if it is difficult for STEM organizations to attract a higher
number of women in their work force because of today’s shortages
in highly skilled STEM professionals on the labor market,
this should not prevent organizations from advocating gender
inclusive norms in order to create an identity-safe working
climate, where women want to stay.

CONCLUSION

Women enter the STEM sector at lower rates, and leave the
STEM sector at higher rates than do men. Taking a social identity

approach, this research distinguished between two institutional
parameters of male dominance that uniquely but jointly predict
female STEM graduates’ experience of gender identity threat at
work. Gender identity threat, in turn, served as an explanatory
mechanism as to why numerical and normative male dominance
in STEM negatively affect women’s career confidence and work
engagement. To break this vicious cycle, STEM organizations
should aim to improve gender equality at work, both numerically
(improving women’s representation) and normatively (removing
negative gender stereotypes). By removing these contextual
barriers, the STEM sector likely becomes a more appealing place
to work for a larger, more inclusive group of women and men.
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We present a review of the diversity ideologies literature from the target’s perspective.

In particular, we focus on how diversity ideologies—beliefs or organizational practices

with regards to how to approach diversity—affect racial minorities’ and women’s

self-perceptions and experiences at work. This review suggests that a diversity

aware ideology (i.e., multiculturalism) is more beneficial than a diversity blind ideology

(i.e., colorblindness) for racial-ethnic minorities (e.g., better performance outcomes;

more psychological engagement, inclusion, and workplace satisfaction; more positive

leadership self-perceptions; and reduced perceptions of bias and turnover intentions).

In contrast, for women, gender-blindness is associated with more positive outcomes

than gender awareness (e.g., enhanced self-confidence, pro-active behaviors and

leadership emergence). Importantly, multiculturalism and gender-blindness can both

produce negative side effects for racial minorities and women, respectively, which

highlights the importance of developing approaches to address the shortcomings of

these conventional ideologies. We discuss the implications and offer recommendations

for future research.

Keywords: diversity, diversity management, organizational psychology, minority–majority, workplace equality

Over the last decades, racial and gender diversity in organizations has strongly increased.
Enhanced diversity has the potential to give rise to positive outcomes in organizations such as
creativity and effectiveness in workgroups (Homan et al., 2007; Page, 2007; Barta et al., 2012).
On the flipside, diversity also has the potential to increase negative organizational outcomes
such as conflict and miscommunication (Pelled et al., 1999; Van Knippenberg et al., 2004). As
a consequence of diversity’s potential to be both beneficial and harmful, many organizations
have sought to understand how to leverage the upsides and manage the downsides (Galinsky
et al., 2015). A key challenge and opportunity in this process is understanding the psychology of
traditionally underrepresented groups such as women and racial-ethnic minorities in response to
diversity initiatives.

In attempts to effectively manage diversity, many companies utilize structural and institutional
initiatives, such as affirmative action, but also diversity training, and official diversity policies
(Konrad and Linnehan, 1995; Kelly and Dobbin, 1998; Ely and Thomas, 2001; Jackson et al., 2003;
Kalev et al., 2006; Leslie et al., 2014; Hideg and Ferris, 2016). Such initiatives can increase the
representation of women and racial-ethnicminority employees in the short-term; however, over the
long-term, their effectiveness has been shown to be limited. Indeed, racial minorities and women
remain underrepresented in the upper echelons of organizational power (Catalyst, 2016; Fortune,
2017). Further, although this research examines representational outcomes, these interventions are
often targeted at those in power (managers; e.g., affirmative action, policies) or majority group
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members (Whites, men; e.g., bias). Much less work has focused
on the psychological experience of underrepresented groups in
reaction to these policies. Indeed, past work has shown that
though certain initiatives (such as affirmative action) can have
a positive effect of representation (Crosby et al., 2006; Kalev
et al., 2006), the psychological experience on those groups can
often be negative, whereby they become targets of prejudice
(Leslie et al., 2014; Hideg and Ferris, 2016) and question their
efficacy at work (Heilman et al., 1987). Thus, the experience
of underrepresented groups may be very different from their
representational outcomes.

In addition to diversity initiatives targeting organizational
structures, organizations can also utilize complementary
approaches “to shape the cultural context of the workplace”
(Apfelbaum et al., 2016, p. 547). Given the potential downsides
of structural initiatives and significance of examining the
experiences of underrepresented groups in reaction to diversity
initiatives, understanding these complementary approaches
and their impact on racial minorities’ and women’s attitudes,
cognitions and behavior remains important (Joshi, 2014;
Apfelbaum et al., 2016). One of the most prominent among these
are diversity ideologies (Wolsko et al., 2000; Apfelbaum et al.,
2016). Diversity ideologies can refer to organizational practices
that are often explicitly summarized in a diversity mission
statement and communicate the organizational approach to and
norms around diversity. In addition, diversity ideologies can also
refer to employees’ own beliefs around how to approach group
differences in diverse settings (Martin and Phillips, 2017). Thus,
ideologies can be contextual or individual (or both).

In this review, we examine diversity ideologies, which have
been shown to promote diversity and inclusion in organizations
(Wolsko et al., 2000; Rattan and Ambady, 2013; Sasaki and
Vorauer, 2013; Plaut et al., 2018), and their effects on racial
minorities’ and women’s experiences in organizations. In doing
so, we focus our analysis on two levels: ideologies as contextual or
organizational level variables (i.e., imposed by the organization
or those in power) and as individual level variables (i.e.,
beliefs held by individuals). We review these two levels, as
they are mutually reinforcing, where organizational beliefs
can be adopted by individual members (Bourguignon, 2017;
Martin and Phillips, 2017), and individual beliefs can shape
organizational cultures (Schein, 1992)1. Our review of research
within organizational settings elucidates why minorities or
women respond differently to different ideologies, and have
unique outcomes in similar ideological contexts. Moreover,
although our main goal is illuminating workplace behavior
and outcomes, we also discuss research in adjacent areas (e.g.,
stereotyping, prejudice, interaction) that offers complementary
insights relevant for organizations.

The current contribution reviews and synthesizes existing
literature in a systematic way to highlight the role of
diversity ideologies on traditionally underrepresented groups’

1Please note that we review prior work that has separately studied ideologies
as contextual vs. personal variables. In the general discussion, we present
recommendations for integrating these different levels of analysis in single studies
in the future.

in particular, racial minorities and women) self-perceptions,
experiences and behaviors in diverse work settings. Doing so
makes at least two broad contributions. First, in previous
work, diversity ideologies have gotten ample attention in many
areas of research, ranging from educational to government
policy. Adding a comprehensive review on their role in the
organizational context is valuable, as it not only theoretically
clarifies the types of organizational ideologies that benefit the
very groups they aim to help, but also gives practical advice
for organizations looking to understand the messages they use
to reach that goal. That is, identifying conceptual confounds
and ambiguities around ideological messages is important to
understand how to effectively implement them in organizations.
For organizations looking to increase and improve the dynamics
around diversity, this can then help increase the status and
resources amongst underrepresented groups (an important
precursor to societal equality). Second, by combining ideologies
literature focusing on both racial minorities’ and women’s
perspective, this review integrates two lines on inquiry that have
primarily developed in isolation. As such, this work allows us
to uncover similarities and differences of racial minorities’ and
women’s responses to different ideologies. Below, we first define
the dominant ideologies in the literature. Our initial discussion
of (variations in) different ideologies focuses primarily on the
context of race-ethnicity as there is more information available
in this domain, and thus, offers the richest information. Here,
we also pay some attention to the conceptualization of gender
ideologies, which can be seen as a continuation of the race-
ethnicity literature. We zoom into ideologies’ impact on racial
minorities, followed by their impact on women’ experiences. In
our integrative discussion we identify patterns and shortcomings
in the literature and propose key future directions.

DIVERSITY IDEOLOGIES: BLINDNESS VS.

AWARENESS

As a consequence of continuously diversifying society, academics
have sought to find ways to better understand intergroup
relations. These attempts have traditionally focused on
stereotyping, discrimination as well as representational concerns
around traditionally underrepresented groups (Fiske et al.,
2002; Crosby et al., 2006; Kalev et al., 2006). An alternative to
these traditional foci is to illuminate the role of organizational
practices or individual beliefs around how to approach diversity
in the quality of intergroup relations. These practices or beliefs,
diversity ideologies, are highly consequential and offer a
complementary way of uncovering the dynamics around and
outcomes of intergroup contact (Wolsko et al., 2000; Rattan and
Ambady, 2013).

Most research on diversity ideologies has been done in
the context of race. Existing work identifies two broad types
of diversity ideologies, which differ in the extent to which
they recognize or ignore differences between demographic
groups. Though they differ in their approach, the two
dominant ideologies share the same ultimate goal: contributing
to an environment in which diverse groups of people can

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 February 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 28259

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Gündemir et al. Understanding Diversity Ideologies From the Target’s Perspective

harmoniously live and work together (e.g., Wolsko et al., 2000).
One ideology aims to do that by ignoring and de-emphasizing
differences between groups, while the other takes the opposite
approach, by being open to and recognizing differences.

One type of ideology, the so-called colorblindness (i.e.,
blindness) approach, focuses on de-emphasizing differences
between social groups (Wolsko et al., 2000; Apfelbaum et al.,
2012). The underlying assumption of this ideology is that
categorizing individuals by their social group leads to prejudice
and conflict. Thus, ignoring social categories should reduce
these negative consequences. The colorblind ideology is not
without its critics. Opponents of colorblindness suggest that
suppressing social categories is not possible, as humans have a
natural tendency to categorize their environment to be able to
process the large amount of information (Rosch and Lloyd, 1978).
Moreover, research shows that demographic group information,
like race and sex, is detected in the brain within milliseconds
(Ito and Urland, 2003). Opponents propose that colorblindness
is not only impossible but also undesirable because it ignores
the unique cultural identities and traditions of racial minorities
and assimilates them into a dominant power structure (Fryberg
and Stephens, 2010). Further, diversity has the potential to
offer positive contributions to companies and the society as
a whole (Van Knippenberg et al., 2004). As such, opponents
of colorblindness argue that differences between demographic
groups should not be ignored but recognized and celebrated.

The idea that diversity should be emphasized rather than
ignored is central to the second prominent ideology in
the literature, multiculturalism (i.e., awareness). In this view,
differences between social groups should not only be recognized
and emphasized, but also valued and celebrated. Proponents
of multiculturalism argue that categorization does not have to
be harmful (Park and Judd, 2005; Costa-Lopes et al., 2014).
When differences between demographic groups are perceived
in a positive manner (e.g., as sources to learn from), they do
not evoke prejudice. Moreover, demographic group differences
can be meaningful and important to the members of these
groups; ignoring or undervaluing of which would do these groups
a disservice. However, similarly to colorblindness, this view
also has its critics, who argue emphasizing differences between
groups can exacerbate stereotypes, create divisions between
groups, delegitimize racial inequity claims, and promote racial
segregation (Verkuyten, 2005; Hahn et al., 2010, 2015; Gündemir
and Galinsky, 2018).

Like diversity ideologies focusing on race-ethnicity, gender
ideologies also differ in the extent to which they recognize
vs. overlook intergroup differences. On the one hand, there
is gender-blindness. Analogous to colorblindness, this view
proposes that the differences between men and women
are neither meaningful nor consequential and thus they
should be ignored and men and women should be treated
as individuals (Koenig and Richeson, 2010; Martin and
Phillips, 2017). On the other hand, there is gender awareness.
Analogous to multiculturalism, gender awareness proposes that
differences between men and women should be recognized
and celebrated.

CONCEPTUALIZING DIFFERENT FORMS

OF DIVERSITY IDEOLOGIES

While many agree that the dichotomy between de-emphasizing
vs. acknowledging and celebrating social group differences is
common across studies on diversity ideologies (Hahn et al.,
2015), it is noteworthy that both ideologies are complex and
can take different forms. Recent work has elaborated on the
importance of how these ideologies are conceptualized and
measured. With regards to the blindness ideology, scholars have
depicted this approach in multiple ways, depending on different
intentions toward the outgroup (e.g., assimilation vs. inclusion;
Hahn et al., 2015) and differences in the focus of attention (e.g.,
sameness vs. de-emphasis of subgroup differences in favor of
individual uniqueness; Rosenthal and Levy, 2010).

For example, regarding intentions toward the outgroup,
Hahn et al. (2015) note that while conceptions of blindness
converge in their de-emphasis of difference, an assimilationist
approach entails that such “sameness” should be defined by
the superordinate group’s norms (e.g., “organizations should
encourage racial minorities to adapt to mainstream ways”; Plaut
et al., 2009), whereas an inclusion-focused colorblind approach
de-emphasizes difference make minority groups feel included
(e.g., “you can find commonalities with anyone no matter their
background”; Hahn et al., 2015).

Further, with regards to which differences are the focus
of attention, some blindness ideologies focus on recognizing
sameness whereas others focus on individual differences.
That is, colorblindness has been portrayed as a value-
in-homogeneity approach, in which differences between
groups are suppressed in favor of an overarching group
membership (Plaut et al., 2011; Holoien and Shelton, 2012;
Todd and Galinsky, 2012; Gaertner and Dovidio, 2014).
However, colorblindness has also been depicted as a value-
in-individual differences approach, focusing on ignoring any
type of group membership (e.g., a subgroup or an overarching
one) in favor of individual qualities that make people unique
(Wilder, 1984; Ryan et al., 2007; Verkuyten, 2010; Peery, 2011).

Regarding these different conceptualizations of
colorblindness, scholars have debated whether these different
conceptualizations represent subtypes of the colorblind ideology
or separate ideological approaches (Rosenthal and Levy, 2010).
Some work has labeled assimilation as a separate ideology from
colorblindness, as unlike the benevolent nature of colorblindness,
assimilation’s sameness-focus perpetuates the dominant group’s
norms (e.g., Hahn et al., 2015). Others have suggested that
value-in-homogeneity and value-in-individual differences are
subtypes of colorblindness, as both variants are characterized
by a lack of recognition of subgroup differences, (e.g., Dovidio
et al., 2010; Gündemir et al., 2017a). These latter scholars also
recognized that while the psychological consequences of the
salient subtypes may differ, many common manipulations
and measures of colorblindness integrate elements from both
(Wolsko et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2007), making it unclear
which element is causing or creating the effects. Finally, most
recently, it has been suggested that colorblindness can also be

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 February 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 28260

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Gündemir et al. Understanding Diversity Ideologies From the Target’s Perspective

interpreted as value-in-equality, which focuses on a meritocratic
perspective of equivalent and fair treatment of different social
groups (Apfelbaum et al., 2016).

Similar to the multifaceted nature of colorblindness,
conceptualizations of the awareness ideology have also
differentiated between the intentionality and focus of an ideology
that highlights group differences. For example, some work
differentiates between the positive version of multiculturalism
(recognition and preservation of category distinctions to
build a strong, diverse community) and negative version of
segregation (the separation of groups, such that they occupy
different spheres). Further, multiculturalism can be interpreted
as the celebration of cultural differences (Wolsko et al., 2000;
Government of Canada, 2018), or the inclusion of different
cultural backgrounds into an environment (Markus et al., 2000;
Apfelbaum et al., 2016), as well as respect for cultural differences
and identities (Markus et al., 2000; Purdie-Vaughns and Walton,
2011). In these latter conceptualizations, it is unclear whether the
benefits of multiculturalism are due to the celebration, inclusion,
or respect of differences, and future research is needed to better
disentangle these effects.

Similar to the conceptualization challenges in race-ethnicity
research, the yet limited amount of work on gender ideologies
is also confronted with conceptualization issues. Analogous
to colorblindness, measures of gender-blindness often
include both a value-in-individual differences, focusing on
individual differences between men and women, and a value-in-
homogeneity, focusing on emphasizing what is common among
men and women (e.g., Koenig and Richeson, 2010; Martin
and Phillips, 2017). Unlike the clearer conceptual distinctions
made in research on race ideologies, empirical research in this
domain has rarely distinguished between these components.
While these conceptualizations represent hierarchy attenuating
ideologies, some conceptualizations are hierarchy enhancing,
such as a gender-blind approach which focuses on women
adapting to men, which is consistent with assimilation (Hahn
et al., 2015). Similarly, some work argues that some forms
of gender-awareness are akin to segregation, which aims to
keep men and women in separate domains (e.g., jobs, schools;
Hahn et al., 2015).

In sum, although some work distinguishes between different
forms of colorblindness and multiculturalism (e.g., Verkuyten,
2010; Levin et al., 2012; Hahn et al., 2015), much of the existing
research operationalizes colorblindness and multiculturalism in
ways that integrates elements from each variant (Wolsko et al.,
2000; Gutiérrez and Unzueta, 2010; Morrison and Chung, 2011).
Similarly, conceptualizations of gender ideologies often involve
elements from different variants. As such, when evaluating the
effectiveness of colorblindness and multiculturalism or gender-
blindness and gender awareness, it can be hard to determine
which elements are responsible for the observed effects. It
is important to note that conceptualization of the blindness
ideology is typically more variable than that of the awareness
ideology, hence, we pay more attention to specifying the type of
blindness in our discussion of empirical findings below.

Below, when the reviewed work specifies the exact
conceptualization of color/gender-blindness, we make note
of which conceptualization was used; otherwise, when left

unspecified or if multiple elements occur simultaneously, we use
the overarching term “colorblindness” or “gender-blindness” for
race and gender ideologies, respectively.

HOW DO RACIAL MINORITIES RESPOND

TO DIVERSITY IDEOLOGIES?

To understand minorities’ responses to diversity ideologies,
Dovidio and colleagues offer a functional perspective. In this
perspective, the responses of minorities to different ideologies
are thought to be an outcome of the extent to which each
ideology addresses their group based needs (Dovidio et al.,
2007, 2010). The salient ideology gives the members of different
groups signals about how comfortable they can feel within,
and how much they can trust, a given environment (Purdie-
Vaughns et al., 2008). By ignoring—and therefore seemingly
not valuing group differences—a blindness ideology overlooks
group-based challenges minority groups may experience and
allows the majority group to maintain their dominant position.
An awareness ideology, however, acknowledges the minority
group’s need for group-based recognition and appreciation and
can help change the status quo (by, for example, making
conversations about group based disparities less a taboo, cf.,
Schofield, 2001, Saguy et al., 2009), enhancing the position
of the minority group. As such, an awareness ideology (i.e.,
multiculturalism), could be more functional for the minority
group and this may be especially true for those who strongly
identify with their group (Verkuyten, 2005, 2009). Below, we
review empirical research concerning the link between diversity
ideologies and responses of racial minorities.

Empirical Work on Racial Minorities’

Responses to Diversity Ideologies
Research on the impact of diversity ideologies on racial
minorities focuses broadly on three areas: (1) minority group
members’ preference for different ideologies, (2) the effects of
dominant group members’ ideology on minorities’ responses and
experiences, and (3) the role of ideologies at the organizational
level on minorities’ perceptions and behavior. We discuss
relevant findings next.

In line with the previous arguments, empirical work
demonstrates that the members of minority groups have a strong
preference for multiculturalism (Markus et al., 2000; Arends-
Tóth and Van De Vijver, 2003; Wolsko et al., 2006; Ryan
et al., 2007, 2010). Consistent with the functional perspective,
a preference for multiculturalism likely stems from minority
groups’ desire for their group-based needs to be recognized.
Supporting this idea, a preference for multiculturalism is not
solely unique to racial minorities, it applies to any group that
holds minority, subordinate status within a given environment.
For example, White students at predominantly black colleges,
where they are the representational minority and hold a
lower status position, endorse diversity aware policies in these
institutions. That is, they prefer that their group be recognized
and their needs be addressed. However, these same students
endorse diversity blind, assimilationist policies at the national
level, where their group is the representationalmajority and holds
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the higher power and status position, as their group is already
recognized and needs already addressed (Hehman et al., 2012).
This finding suggests that as the functionality of an ideology
shifts, so do groups’ preferences.

Additionally, research has shown that, by creating a specific
climate, the diversity ideology endorsed by the majority
group can have important consequences for minorities’
perceptions and experiences. When the majority group endorses
multiculturalism (rather than colorblindness), racial minorities
tend to perceive less bias, and experience more engagement and
inclusion. For example, Plaut et al. (2009) studied minorities’
psychological engagement at work (i.e., the extent to which
employees value work success and organizational membership)
in response to their majority group co-workers’ ideology.
This work showed that to the extent that the majority group
employees endorse multiculturalism in a unit, minorities
report higher psychological engagement. The majority group’s
endorsement of colorblindness (measured as assimilation),
is associated with reduced psychological engagement among
minorities. This positive effect of multiculturalism on minorities’
engagement is explained by perceptions of bias. That is,
minorities experience less racial bias when the climate is
characterized by multiculturalism, which in turn boosts their
psychological engagement.

This result is consistent with experimental research, which
showed that racial minorities experience more engagement on a
cognitive task when interacting with majority group counterparts
who are primed with multiculturalism rather than colorblindness
(Holoien and Shelton, 2012). This greater engagement exhibited
by racial minorities is explained by perceptions of lesser bias
from their majority group partners (Holoien and Shelton,
2012). Similarly, in workgroups, minority employees feel more
accepted to the extent that leaders endorse multiculturalism
(vs. colorblindness), which results in more effective workgroup
functioning (Meeussen et al., 2014). Finally, Vorauer et al. (2009)
found that compared to a colorblind ideology, the majority group
(in this case White Canadians) primed with a multicultural
ideology show more engagement in minorities (in this case
Aboriginal Canadians), which leads minorities to have fewer
evaluative concerns and experience less anxiety. With regards
to racial minorities’ performance in organizations, research
suggests that compared to colorblindness, an awareness (i.e.,
multicultural) ideology can improve the performance of racial
minorities on cognitive tasks (Wilton et al., 2015; Apfelbaum
et al., 2016).

Not only does multiculturalism seem to benefit racial
minorities when Whites adopt this ideology, but similarly, when
the (organizational) context is characterized by multiculturalism
(through, for instance, diversity mission statements), minorities
also experience positive outcomes. For example, minorities’
perceptions of organizational multiculturalism can boost
their workplace satisfaction, by enhancing their sense of
inclusion within an organization (Jansen et al., 2016). Further,
multiculturalism can reduce minorities’ turnover intentions,
especially when they strongly identify with their cultural-ethnic
group (Phouthonephackdy, 2016). Additionally, research in
Western Europe showed that diversity aware environments can

enhance religious minorities’ positive perceptions of education
and work (Van Laar et al., 2013). Moreover, Purdie-Vaughns and
Eibach (2008) found that when African American professionals
are attuned to minority representation, workplaces that espouse
a colorblind, value-in-homogeneity message leads them to
perceive threatening identity contingencies and to distrust of
their organizational environment.

One study has extended these findings to the context
of leadership. Because minorities remain underrepresented in
higher leadership positions, it is important for organizations
to find ways to stimulate minority leadership (e.g., Ospina
and Foldy, 2009; Gündemir et al., 2014). Some scholars
wondered whether organizational diversity ideologies can
stimulate minority leadership by boosting their leadership self-
perceptions (Gündemir et al., 2017a). This work showed that, by
communicating an open diversity climate, multiculturalism can
indeed help minorities to cultivate more positive leadership self-
perceptions. When organizational diversity mission statements
communicate multiculturalism, minorities report increased
leadership self-efficacy (i.e., the extent to which they think
they are able to fulfill leadership tasks successfully) and
stronger leadership aspirations (i.e., intentions to apply for
leadership roles) than when the value-in-homogeneity variant
of colorblindness is salient. Interestingly, this work did not
find a difference between multiculturalism and the value-in-
individual differences variant of colorblindness. The authors
suggested that the value-in-individual differences variant of
colorblindness’ acknowledgment of differences, albeit at the
inter-individual level, may -to some extent- address minorities’
need for recognition of differences and thus be more “functional”
for them than the value-in-homogeneity variant.

Together, empirical work suggests that minorities respond
more positively to (organizational) contexts characterized by
multiculturalism (rather than those characterized by blindness)
and these contexts appear to improve task engagement amongst
minority groups.

Additional Considerations Around Minority

Responses to Diversity Ideologies
It should be noted that there are several important contextual
factors with respect to the above-depicted effects. In most of
this research, racial minorities represent a small number in
organizations and prefer multiculturalism over colorblindness.
However, these effects often depend on representation, the ways
in which racial minorities perceive the messages being espoused,
and the types of differences being highlighted. For example, in the
few contexts where they represent the majority group, past work
has found African Americans prefer an assimilationist, blindness
approach, as their identities are already valued and embraced
(Hehman et al., 2012). Further, while much research suggests
racial minorities prefer and perform better withmulticulturalism,
recent work suggests that when minority groups are strongly
underrepresented (e.g., making up about 5% of the company)
they may wish to merge with the rest (Apfelbaum et al., 2016).
In those circumstances multiculturalism may be less effective
for performance.
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Moreover, multiculturalism can produce some unintended
side effects. For example, Zou and Cheryan (2015) note that
when multiculturalism is highlighted, racial minorities may
feel a “minority spotlight effect,” leading them to experience
a heightened sense of self-awareness, negative emotion, and
discomfort (Crosby et al., 2014). Further, multiculturalism can
lead racial minorities in the U.S. to feel excluded from the
overarching national identity (e.g., the American identity),
lowering their motivation and self-esteem (Zou and Cheryan,
2015). Consistent with this, Verkuyten (2005, 2009) showed
that multiculturalism was only related to heightened self-esteem
among those for whom their racial-ethnic identity is highly
salient and not among those for whom their racial-ethnic identity
is less salient. Multiculturalism can also lead to an emphasis
of certain, sometimes problematic, differences. For example,
multiculturalism has been shown to increase race essentialism
(Wilton et al., 2018, but see Martin, 2018) and lead to (positive)
stereotyping of the racial minority group (Gutiérrez andUnzueta,
2010), which can lead to negative reactions and perceived
prejudice amongst racial minorities (Czopp, 2008). Moreover,
although interpreted positively by racial minorities, majority
groups perceive the pro-diversity attitudes communicated
through multiculturalism as exclusionary (Plaut et al., 2011),
subsequently limiting their support for organizational diversity
efforts, which can have negative spillover effects on racial
minorities’ experiences.

One additional side effect of multiculturalism is that it
can create a false fairness context. Gündemir and Galinsky
(2018) demonstrated that minority group observers perceive
organizational diversity mission statements characterized by
multiculturalism as a cue for fair treatment of minorities.
This, in turn, is associated with disregarding of information
about potential racial discrimination and delegitimization of
racial discrimination claims (Kaiser et al., 2013; see also
Dover et al., 2016).

In sum, although the discussed literature until now shows
the promise of multiculturalism vs. colorblindness from the
perspective of racial-ethnic minorities, it also indicates some
contingency factors for its effectiveness and even some potential
downsides. Recently, researchers have started exploring the role
of diversity ideologies for another key demographic group:
women. Below, we review this work and contrast those findings
with the findings around race-ethnicity.

HOW DO WOMEN RESPOND TO

DIVERSITY IDEOLOGIES?

In contrast to much research on the benefits of an awareness
ideology, multiculturalism, for race, research shows that gender-
blind ideology may be beneficial for women. One possible
reason for this discrepancy is that the differences made salient
for race through multiculturalism tend to be those focused on
cultural identities and experiences of racial minorities, which are
often ignored in a power structure that is frequently dominated
by the majority group. For gender, the types of differences
made salient through an awareness ideology are those that

focus on stereotypical gender roles, including personality, skill,
and preference differences (i.e., men as agentic; women as
communal; Martin and Phillips, 2017, 2019; Martin, 2018).
Since agentic qualities overlap with leadership qualities, gender-
blindness may be more appropriate in the work domain,
because reducing sexism involves seeing women as capable and
competent with regards to their leadership abilities and potential
(Martin et al., 2016).

How do the gender aware vs. gender-blind ideology impact
workplace perceptions and outcomes of women? Martin and
colleagues suggest that the gender-blind ideology is more
instrumental for women at work than the gender aware ideology
as the latter can emphasize traditional differences in social roles
associated with men and women (also see Eagly and Karau,
2002; Martin et al., 2016). Social role theory suggests that, as a
consequence of traditional role distribution between men and
women, different group based stereotypes of men and women
have emerged (Eagly, 1997). Women are typically associated with
communality (characteristics such as warmth and consideration)
and men with agency (characteristics such as self-confidence and
dominance; Eagly and Karau, 2002). This perceived dichotomy
can stand in the way of women’s career development because
higher status and leadership roles are more strongly associated
with agency than communality.

Though this area of research is nascent, theory suggests
that gender-blindness can have a positive impact on women at
work. Because gender awareness can heighten the salience of
the communality of women vs. agency of men, a gender-blind
ideology may be more effective for women (Martin et al., 2016;
Martin and Phillips, 2017).

Empirical Work on Women’s Responses to

Diversity Ideologies
Thus far, empirical research on the impact of gender ideologies
on women is limited and focuses broadly on (1) women’s
preference for ideologies and the role of ideologies held
by individuals on women’s experiences, (2) the effects of
ideologies held by the dominant group members (i.e., men),
and (3) ideologies at the organizational level affecting women’s
experiences. We discuss relevant findings next.

Early research has shown that women (as well as men)
perceive gender-blind ideology as more appropriate in the
work domain (Koenig and Richeson, 2010). According to this
work, gender-blindness is perceived as a way to reduce sexism.
Outside of the workplace, where men and women often exist in
dyadic, interdependent, and familial relationships, an awareness
ideology is preferred (Koenig and Richeson, 2010). However,
in the workplace, where women face sexism-related challenges,
blindness is seen as more fitting in the workplace. Further, some
work shows that endorsement of gender-blindness is negatively
related to biological essentialism (Martin, 2018), while others
reported non-significant effects (r = −0.09, p < 0.10; Hahn
et al., 2015). However, the reported negative effects are specific
to hierarchy-attenuating forms of gender-blindness (value-in-
individual differences, and value in homogeneity), as hierarchy-
maintaining (assimilationist) forms of gender-blindness are
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associated with endorsement of essentialist beliefs (Hahn et al.,
2015). Thus, it is clear that the conceptualization of gender-blind
ideologies is an important factor in explaining these effects.

The relationship between gender ideologies and essentialist
beliefs is problematic, as gender-essentialism is related to more
stereotyping, sexism, and backlash (e.g., Martin and Parker, 1995;
Bastian and Haslam, 2006); thus, it appears that gender-blindness
may have the potential to lessen sexism women experience.
Indeed, Koenig and Richeson (2010) found that gender-blindness
is negatively associated with sexism, both in individuals’ desire
to respond without, and benevolent sexism (a form of sexism
which denies women agency, by seeing them as reliant on men;
Glick and Fiske, 1996). Importantly, the relationship between
gender-blindness and benevolent sexism is not limited to men.
Women’s own endorsement of benevolent sexism leads to a
host of problems, where exposure to, and endorsement of,
benevolent sexism leads to lower achievement efficacy (Barreto
et al., 2010), performance on male-typed tasks (Vescio et al.,
2005), and preference for more dependent, and less autonomous,
help (Shnabel et al., 2016). Overall, these findings suggest that
gender-blindness, particularly when conceptualized as value-
in-individual differences or value in homogeneity instead of
assimilation, has the potential to create contexts where women
experience less sexism.

Some studies examined the role of men’s adoption of gender
ideologies on women’s responses. Martin and colleagues found
that when men were primed with gender-blindness, they reduced
their dominance in interactions, leading women to contribute
more to the conversation (through increased talking time; Martin
et al., 2016). Recent research suggests that men who endorse or
are exposed to gender-blind messages are less likely to endorse
gender-STEM stereotyping, with downstream consequences for
evaluation of female scientists, both of which have previously
been shown to limit women’s opportunities in STEM (Martin and
Phillips, 2019). Also, men who were primed with gender-blind
ideologies were also more likely to support affirmative action
policies, which help women advance in environments where they
are underrepresented (Martin, 2018).

Further, when the (organizational) context is characterized
by gender-blindness, it appears to be beneficial for women as
well. Research showed that women in a gender-blind setting
report higher levels of self-confidence, especially in male
dominated environments (Martin and Phillips, 2017). Moreover,
this increased self-confidence leads them to act in more pro-
active ways (e.g., taking more risks), which are actions and
behaviors needed to be successful in many work environments
and positions of power.

Taken together, although the current state of knowledge on
gender ideologies is limited, existing work suggests that gender-
blindness may be beneficial for women’s advancement at work.

Additional Considerations Around

Women’s Responses to Diversity

Ideologies
Though nascent research has found positive effects of gender-
blindness on women’s workplace outcomes, like multiculturalism

on racial minorities’ outcomes, these effects seem to be contextual
as well. For example, Martin and Phillips (2017) found that
the benefits of gender-blindness are limited to those where
men represent the majority and women are underrepresented.
In fact, in communal environments (or those made up of
majority women) gender-awareness seems to be more effective.
Apfelbaum et al. showed similar effects; when women represent
a substantial percentage in an organization (40%) they prefer a
value-in-difference approach. Martin et al. (2018) uncovered that
in fact, it is only women who have strong career values (i.e.,
those who prioritize career related goals) who prefer gender-
blindness. Conversely women who have stronger family values
(i.e., those who prioritize family related goals) actually prefer
gender-awareness.

Further, gender-blindness (much like multiculturalism) can
create its own negative side effects. For instance, policies such
as “meritocracy,” which many companies utilize as a form of
the blindness ideology (Apfelbaum et al., 2016), that ignore
factors that shape and bias women’s performance at work
(i.e., being “blind” to these issues) exacerbate prejudice toward
women in occupational domains. In this respect, Castilla and
Benard (2010) show that the presence of meritocratic (i.e.,
gender-blind) policies prompt both male and female decision
makers to offer higher levels of bonus to men than to equally
qualified women. The authors speculate that these gender-
blind policies can, for instance, enhance moral credentials of
decision makers, which in turn evoke biased decision-making.
The same study also demonstrates that when the context
communicates awareness for biases women at work face, decision
makers can engage in behaviors that attempt at making up for
injustice. Thus, by reducing awareness of group-based challenges
women face, gender-blindness may be detrimental for their
workplace experiences and outcomes. Finally, gender-blindness
can exacerbate backlash for women who display more feminine
behavior (Malicke, 2013). Thus, there is potential for gender-
blindness to prohibit women from behaving in stereotypically
feminine ways, which may mute their authenticity. Although
these current insights primarily highlight how women (vs. men)
are perceived as targets rather than highlighting the target’s own
perspective, these findings are informative for understanding
the potential downsides of the gender-blind ideology and
form a stepping stone for future work extending these to the
target’s perspective.

SUGGESTIONS FROM PAST RESEARCH

TO ADDRESS THE SHORTCOMINGS OF

DIVERSITY IDEOLOGIES

The discussion above suggests that multiculturalism may be
beneficial for racial minorities and gender-blindness for women.
At the same time, it demonstrates that both multiculturalism and
gender-blindness can have unintended, negative consequences.
This has led many scholars to attempt to develop more nuanced
ideological approaches to diversity, primarily in the context of
racial diversity.
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Some scholars suggested a focus on “identity safety,”
rather than multiculturalism. The identity safety approach
acknowledges that diversity can be a source of value and that
social groups can experience social contexts in similar ways, but
that various barriers may prevent them from doing so (Purdie-
Vaughns and Walton, 2011). Others proposed that, to reduce
the majority group’s sense of exclusion, multiculturalismmessage
should explicitly include the majority group in it, the so-called
all-inclusive multiculturalism approach (Stevens et al., 2008; Plaut
et al., 2011). This could lower their resistance among themajority,
creating more inclusive environments where minorities have
more opportunities and more positive work place experiences.

Another strategy introduced in recent research has focused
on ways to reduce the negative effects of multiculturalism
while retaining its positive effects. This work demonstrated
that explicitly incorporating an equal opportunity, value-
in-merit message to multiculturalism can help circumvent
some of multiculturalism’s negative effects (Gündemir
et al., 2017b). This synergistic approach termed multicultural
meritocracy emphasizes organizations’ commitment to a highly
accomplished, qualified and diverse workforce. Multicultural
meritocracy reduces negative effects of multiculturalism such as
stereotype activation of minorities and sense of exclusion by the
majority, while retaining its positive effects such as psychological
engagement of minorities (Gündemir et al., 2017b).

Although research on such ideal strategies is missing in the
context of gender ideologies, we speculate that this last approach
may also help address some of the shortcomings identified in
gender ideologies research. The synergistic approach of gender
aware meritocracy may tackle some of the specific limitations of
the gender-blind ideology. For example,Martin (2018) found that
compared to a generalized “awareness” message, an “experience-
awareness,” which included examples of experiences of women,
increasedmen’s recognition of discrimination and increased their
support for affirmative action policies. By focusing on the unique
experiences and obstacles women face, rather than essential,
gender-role differences, men’s attention was directed toward the
differences often highlighted for race through multiculturalism,
and away from gender-role stereotypes that limit women’s
opportunities. Thus, adding gender awareness (i.e., awareness
of experience) to the gender-blind (i.e., blindness to essentialist
differences), meritocratic message can make decision makers
aware of the potential for gender-based prejudice, which can
reduce biased decision making in reward distribution (see
Castilla and Benard, 2010). Moreover, since gender aware
meritocracy provides a more inclusive message than the gender-
blind ideology, in which gender based differences are not only
recognized but also explicitly valued, engaging in typically
feminine behaviors may be more accepted (see Malicke, 2013).
Thus, such a gender aware meritocracy message may be more
effective than gender-blindness as it is less likely to ignore gender
bias and to prohibit women from behaving in feminine ways.

In sum, although multiculturalism and gender-blindness
appear to be promising for racial minorities and women,
respectively, neither ideology is a panacea as both can create
negative side effects. One alternative approach, multicultural (or
gender aware) meritocracy, has been shown to be beneficial for

racial minorities and has the potential to benefit women. More
research is needed to understand effective strategies for successful
implementation of diversity ideologies.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We have presented a review of the diversity ideologies literature
from the target’s perspective. In particular, our discussion of
the literature focused on the target’s perspective, highlighting
how the diversity ideology affects racial minorities’ and women’s
self-perceptions and behaviors in work settings. The literature
suggests that a diversity aware, multiculturalism ideology,
which recognizes and celebrates social group differences, is
associated with more positive outcomes than a diversity
blind, colorblindness ideology for racial-ethnic minorities,
such as better performance outcomes, increased psychological
engagement, inclusion, and workplace satisfaction, more positive
leadership self-perceptions and reduced perceptions of bias and
turnover intentions. For women, gender-blindness ideology is
associated with more positive workplace outcomes than a gender
aware ideology, such as enhanced self-confidence, pro-active
behaviors and leadership emergence.

Taken together, the patterns around race-ethnicity vs. gender
present a conundrum for researchers and practitioners. In
general, diversity-awareness appears to be effective for some
target groups of diversity initiatives such as racial minorities,
whereas diversity blindness is more effective for other target
groups such as women. Where does this discrepancy come
from? Existing theory and empirical work suggest that racial
minorities have a group-based need to be acknowledged and
valued for their differences (Dovidio et al., 2010). Hence they
respond more positively to the awareness ideology. For women,
however, an increased awareness of gender differences may
activate stereotypes, which may stand in the way of their career
development (e.g., Martin and Phillips, 2017). As such, for
them a blindness ideology may be more instrumental and thus
evoke more positive responses. Especially given the finding
that most (about two thirds of) companies utilize a diversity
aware approach (Apfelbaum et al., 2016), our review suggests
that while these approaches are potentially beneficial for racial-
minorities’ career development, they are unlikely to be effective
for women’s career development. Consequently, organizational
leadership needs to clearly specify the target group(s) of their
diversity approach and tailor their approach to address different
groups’ position and needs.

While it is unlikely that one, holistic approach to diversity
is the solution to these problems, the underlying reasons
that diversity ideologies seem to have different effects on
racial minorities and women are the types of differences
being embraced and downplayed through race/gender awareness
(Martin, 2018). As suggested above, perhaps a more nuanced
approach, which specifies the types of differences to be “aware of”
or “blind to” and how to implement these solutions effectively
could be more effective in providing benefits to both racial
minorities, women, and even other social groups. In line with
identity safety (Purdie-Vaughns andWalton, 2011)—highlighting
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the similarities between social groups, while acknowledging their
different experiences in social settings—there may be potential to
leverage the potential of both of these ideologies. Consistent with
this, a multicultural meritocracy approach, which simultaneously
emphasizes value in diversity and value in merit, may offer a
promising new way for both race-ethnicity and gender diversity
(Gündemir et al., 2017b).

Implications for Racial Minorities
Given the growing racial diversity (e.g., Colby and Ortman,
2015; Eurostat, 2018), it is important to understand the effects
of how to navigate and leverage this diversity. Our review
suggests that multiculturalism can be an effective strategy in
making racial minorities feel included, empowered, and engaged.
In contrast to organizations that are inclined to favor one
ideology over the other (often awareness; Apfelbaum et al.,
2016), individuals are more likely to simultaneously endorse both
aware and blind ideologies (often equally; MTV Bias Survey,
2014; Hahn et al., 2015). These dynamics make it important
to ensure that research extends beyond the lab to the field. In
doing so illuminating the interaction between organizational and
individual diversity ideologies is of key importance. Further, it is
important to understand when, where, and why multiculturalism
is beneficial to racial minorities as some work suggests that
these results are specific to environments where racial minorities
are underrepresented, identify with their race to some extent,
and do not feel a heightened self-consciousness based on
such “awareness.”

While this review focused on the effects for racial minorities,
it is equally important to understand how these approaches
affect dominant group members own sense of efficacy, inclusion,
and performance. Indeed, some research has suggested that
multiculturalism makes Whites feel excluded, which can in
fact undermine their efficacy and performance. Thus, as
organizations attempt to implement these strategies, an inclusive
multiculturalism strategy becomes increasingly important to best
leverage diversity of all organizational members, and not just the
minority group. Increasing a sense of inclusion for all groups can
also have direct benefits from the target’s perspective as research
suggests that this would encourage the majority or the dominant
group to endorse pro-minority initiatives in organizations
(Plaut et al., 2011).

Implications for Women
In contrast to the benefits for racial minorities, this review also
indicated that gender-blindness seemed to be a more effective
approach for women in organizational domains. Given the
dominant approach to organizational diversity is an awareness
approach (Apfelbaum et al., 2016), it is important that the
implications of this approach for women is also considered.
Indeed, scholars have assumed that awareness ideologies are
beneficial for all social groups (Plaut, 2010; Galinsky et al.,
2015). However, it seems like this may not always be true,
making it increasingly important to understand the unintended
consequences of these ideologies for women, as well as other
social groups. Additionally, many in the public and practitioner
sphere embrace awareness ideologies, advocating for women to

“own it” and embrace their femininity and feminine qualities
at work to be successful at work (Annis and Merron, 2014;
Krawcheck, 2017). There are far fewer books in popular culture
advocating for a gender-blind approach; thus, it becomes
important to heed caution in promoting these strategies, without
knowing their implications for women.

Further, this review found that gender-blindness seems to
be more effective than awareness in male dominated domains,
positions of power, or for women who value their career quite
strongly. Thus, it is important to understand the limits to
these effects, as downplaying gender differences may also have
potential to blind people to women’s unique experiences in
organizations or prohibit women from engaging in feminine
behaviors (perhaps making women feel like they need to
“act more like men”). Another potential consequence of a
purely gender-blind ideology, which disregards some of the
unique challenges women face, could be to blame women
for their disadvantaged position. That is, gender-blindness
can, while being empowering, also enhance “victim blaming”
(see Kim et al., 2018).

Recommendations for Future Research
One area that diversity ideologies research for both race-ethnicity
and gender needs more work is the conceptual clarification of
the ideological messages. As we discussed above scholars use
a myriad ways to measure or manipulate different ideological
messages. Some of the reviewed work clearly demonstrates
that the specific elements of a diversity ideology message
are consequential for how target groups respond to these.
For the future, it remains important to clearly define the
ideology in question, and even to test how slight differences in
its focus (e.g., colorblindness that emphasizes an overarching
group identity vs. individual uniqueness) influence women’s and
minorities responses.

Another area that needs more attention in future research
is the study of intersectionality. Intersectionality research is
concerned with the study of the impact of having multiple,
often disadvantaged, identities (e.g., woman and minority)
on individuals’ experiences and behavior (Purdie-Vaughns and
Eibach, 2008). From an intersectionality perspective, studying
minority women as a separate group would provide unique
insights because, given their multiple disadvantaged identities,
this group’s experiences may differ from both minority men and
majority group women. That is, minority womenmay experience
impediments as a consequence of both their gender and race-
ethnicity, whereas minority men may primarily experience
racial bias and majority group women gender bias. These
more complex identity configurations may be especially relevant
for diversity ideology research given the contrasting effects
of gender and race-ethnicity focused ideologies as described
above (e.g., Wilton et al., 2015; Martin and Phillips, 2017).
Moreover, research on intersectional identity and stereotypes
suggests that such research could provide insights that are specific
for the experiences of distinct minority women groups. For
example, given that the femininity stereotype applies much more
strongly to some minority groups (e.g., Asian American) than
others (e.g., African American; Galinsky et al., 2013), a gender
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aware ideology, which arguably emphasizes gender stereotypes
may have substantially different consequences for women from
either minority group. Further, beyond racial minority women,
many individuals within groups differ in their identification,
experiences, stigma-consciousness, as well as many other factors
(Deaux et al., 1985; Bem, 1993; Pinel, 1999). As mentioned
above, awareness and blindness ideologies have different effects
based on a number of these factors. Therefore, it is important to
understand not only broad level effects on racial minorities and
women, but extend research to other factors that intersect with
these identities.

The bulk of research on diversity ideologies focuses on
racial minorities. Within this work, much of the research has
examined the role of diversity ideologies in the U.S. context,
focusing primarily on White- and African Americans, whose
relations are often seen as hostile, contentious, and anxiety-
ridden (Markus et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2007). Thus, they
may have unique effects, compared to interethnic relations
involving different minority groups. Therefore, more work on
how multiculturalism and colorblindness affect other ethnic
groups such as Hispanics, East and South Asians, Middle Eastern,
and Biracial individuals is needed. For example, individuals
are more likely to endorse positive stereotypes about Asian
Americans (the “model minority”; Wong et al., 1998). Although
multiculturalismmay heighten positive stereotypes about Asians,
these stereotypes have pernicious and insidious effects, leading
to feelings of marginalization, negative emotions, and decreased
well-being and mental health (Sue et al., 2007; Siy and Cheryan,
2013; Czopp et al., 2015). Thus, it is imperative for research
to go beyond targets who have historically hostile intergroup
relations, to understand how multiculturalism affects many
different ethnic groups.

Although research on diversity ideologies mainly focused
on race, there is also increasing awareness for the role of
diversity ideologies for women. As a result, this contribution also
focused on these two groups’ responses. However, racial-ethnic
minorities and women are not the only potential demographic
groups of interest. For instance, with the aging population,
understanding the role diversity ideologies in the context of age
diversity becomes a relevant question. To our knowledge, there is
only a single study that examined the role of diversity ideologies
in the context of age diversity. This work has demonstrated
that organizational multi-age approach (i.e., a diversity aware
ideology with a focus on recognition and celebration of age
differences) is associated with both positive perceptions of older
employees by others and older employees’ reduced turnover
intentions (Iweins et al., 2013). Diversity awareness can thus be
beneficial for older employees (for similar arguments pertaining
to broader age-inclusive HR practices see Boehm et al., 2014). For
future work it is important to replicate these findings as well as to
highlight their underlying reasons.

Besides diversity ideologies’ impact on demographic groups
based on visible characteristics (e.g., race, gender, age), it would
also be valuable to examine these ideologies’ effects on groups
with invisible or concealable characteristics, such as sexual
minorities. As a consequence of sexual minorities’ emancipation
in the last decades, gaining insight into the workplace experiences

of these groups’ has become a priority for many organizations.
Moreover, academics have underlined the need for research
examining the impact of identity aware vs. identity blind
approaches for sexual minorities (Hebl et al., 2014). Future
work should study the role of diversity ideologies on workplace
experiences and outcomes of sexual minorities.

The current analysis on diversity ideologies in organizations
focused primarily on the two dominant ideologies in the
literature. It is important to note that more recently another
promising ideological approach, polyculturalism, has been
introduced. Polyculturalism focuses on “how cultures have
interacted, influenced, and shared ideas and practices with
each other throughout history, and how they continue to
do so today” (Rosenthal and Levy, 2012, p. 2). By focusing
on interconnectedness of and mutual influence between
cultures, polyculturalism differs from multiculturalism as
multiculturalism views cultures as distinct and separate entities.
Research on polyculturalism has yielded important findings for
diverse environments. For example, polyculturalism predicts
intergroup contact and friendship (Rosenthal and Levy, 2016),
an openness to cultural mixing (Cho et al., 2017) as well as
lowered sexism (Rosenthal et al., 2014). Despite these promising
findings, research on the impact of polyculturalism on workplace
perceptions and outcomes is largely absent. Future work should
examine the role the polyculturalist ideology plays in diverse
workplace settings.

Further, much, if not most, research focuses on the ways in
which diversity ideologies affect views of and behavior toward
racial minorities and women; however, much less work has
examined how these ideologies affect majority members views
of themselves and behavior toward other majority members.
For example, Plaut et al. (2011) find that Whites associate
multiculturalism more with exclusion than inclusion. Martin
and Phillips (2017) find that men who endorse gender-blindness
are also more likely to identify with communal (i.e., gender-
incongruent) traits. Thus, while understanding how diversity
ideologies affect minority groups’ self-perceptions is the primary
focus of the current contribution, it is also important to
understand how these ideologies influence dominant groups’
self-perceptions.

As we discuss above, diversity ideologies, however, are
not only organizational-level phenomena but can also refer
individual level beliefs. That is, individual employees also
differ in the extent to which they endorse diversity aware
vs. diversity blind ideologies. Person-organization fit literature
suggests that the (perceived) overlap between employee and
organizational values is highly consequential for employee
behavior (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Studying the interaction
between individual and organizational level ideologies is an
important avenue for future research to grasp the complexities
of employee responses to diversity ideologies. Relatedly, future
research can pay attention to potential “spill-over effects”
between organizational initiatives (such as training) on ideologies
held by individual employees. For example, it is possible that
implicit bias trainings may make employees more “aware,”
while policies such as performance-based reward may make
them more “blind.” Although the current article zooms into
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diversity ideologies, interactions between diversity initiatives and
employee ideological beliefs are a possibly fruitful avenue for
future research.

Finally, we focused our review on organizational contexts,
as these are where racial minorities and women are highly
underrepresented (Catalyst, 2016; Fortune, 2017), and these
contexts hold the most opportunity for power, influence,
resources, and therefore equality between groups. Conducting
more studies diversity ideologies on a national level would
be valuable for the future, especially given that governments
not only utilize these approaches but also countries differ in
them (e.g., the U.S.’ “melting-pot” vs. Canada’s multiculturalism
approach to diversity; Guimond et al., 2013). Indeed, work
has found that above and beyond individual’s endorsement of
diversity ideologies, prejudice against Muslims is reduced when
stronger multiculturalism policies are in effect (Guimond et al.,
2013). For future work, it is imperative to illuminate the role of
national ideologies on racial minorities’ and women’s perceptions
and experiences.

CONCLUSION

Research on diversity ideologies is relatively new but has
generated some key insights in the last decades, especially
in the context of racial and ethnic diversity. Emerging
research on gender ideologies adds to this line of work
and raises new theoretical questions and practical challenges
that need to be addressed in the future. Overall, our review
illustrates the important role of beliefs around diversity on
the quality of intergroup relations focusing primarily on the
target’s perspective, with key implications for organizations
and society.
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“It’s Not Always Possible to Live Your
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In this exploratory study, we present findings from semi-structured interviews with
11 self-identified lesbian and gay (LG) humanitarian aid workers of Doctors without
Borders (MSF). We investigate their perceptions of workplace inclusion in terms
of perceived satisfaction of their needs for authenticity and belonging within two
organizational settings, namely office and field. Through our combined deductive
and inductive approach, based on grounded theory, we find that perceptions of
their colleagues’ and supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors, as well as organizational
inclusiveness practices play a role in LGs’ perceived authenticity, but not belonging,
in the workplace. However, these organization-level characteristics do not account
for between-participant differences in perceived authenticity. Therefore, we inductively
construct a typology of three groups, which we coined conscious first-missioners,
authentic realists, and idealistic activists, based on how LG humanitarian aid workers
assess and deal with not being able to be their authentic selves when they are in
the field, because homosexuality is illegal in many project countries. Conscious first-
missioners are separated from the other two groups based on having gone to the
field once, whereby they felt in control over the decision on how to manage their
sexuality. Alternatively, authentic realists and idealistic activists alike felt they did not
really have a choice in how to manage their sexuality, but handled that differently.
We find the importance of one’s sexuality as well as adherence to the overarching
organizational mission relevant individual-level factors herein. Furthermore, we find
disclosure of sexual identity to be strongly context-dependent, as participants are ‘out
of the closet’ in the office, but go back into the closet when they enter the field, with
different country contexts even leading to different decisions concerning self-disclosure,
thus demonstrating the importance of careful sexual identity management. This so-
called disclosure dilemma, we find, may not be merely an individual choice, but rather
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a shared dilemma involving multiple stakeholders, such as the organization and fellow
team members. We discuss the findings’ contributions to existing literature on LGs’
workplace experiences and implications for future research on inclusion of sexual and
other invisible minorities in the workplace.

Keywords: workplace inequality, workplace inclusion, lesbian, gay, semi-structured interviews, humanitarian aid

INTRODUCTION

Many lesbian women and gay men (LGs) across the globe work in
legal and sociocultural contexts where their sexual orientation is
illegal or rejected, including international LGs originating from
Western countries. How does this latter group of employees,
coming from an environment that is relatively ‘friendly’ toward
sexual minorities, experience working in contexts where their
sexual orientation can be a threat, and where they cannot be
who they are? More specifically, how may this play a role in
their workplace inclusion, i.e., individuals’ perceived satisfaction
of their needs for belonging and authenticity in the workplace
(Shore et al., 2011; Jansen et al., 2014)? Through this study, we
aim to provide insights into these issues, by conducting semi-
structured interviews with 11 self-identified LGs of Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF), one of the world’s leading international
non-governmental organizations specialized in the provision of
(emergency) humanitarian aid.

Background
Recently, a number of countries, including most EU countries,
Canada, Australia, and several US states, have adopted laws
that serve to protect the workplace rights of LGs, thereby
formally prohibiting employment discrimination based on sexual
orientation (e.g., Colgan and McKearney, 2012; Ozeren, 2014).
This development aligns with recent surveys that demonstrate
generally more positive global attitudes toward Sexual and
Gender Minorities (SGM; e.g., PEW Research Center, 2013;
ILGA, 2016). For example, a recent large-scale worldwide survey
indicated that 67% of nearly 100,000 respondents agreed that
everyone should have the same human rights, regardless of sexual
orientation or gender identity (ILGA, 2016). These numbers,
however, do not tell the full story.

Although the situation for LGs in many Western societies has
indeed improved in recent times (e.g., Colgan and Wright, 2011),
the workplace remains a context in which sexual minorities run
the risk of being targeted by unfair treatment, discrimination,
and social exclusion (Ng and Rumens, 2017; Webster et al.,
2017). This is even more so the case in many other national
contexts, as LGs around the globe still face dangerous contexts
because of their sexual identity. In 72 countries worldwide,
homosexuality, that being sexual contact between people of
the same sex, is criminalized (ILGA, 2017). Legal punishments
include imprisonment, ranging from 1 month up to life
sentence, and the death penalty, which is currently enforced in
eight countries.

MSF offers a unique opportunity to study the dynamics of
workplace inclusion of LGs working in both relatively tolerant
and risky environments, for two reasons. First, international

humanitarian aid staff works alternately in office settings in
Western countries, in which Sexual and Gender Diversity (SGD)
is legally protected and generally relatively accepted, and in
field settings in project countries, in which SGD is oftentimes
illegal or socially unacceptable (PEW Research Center, 2013).
This creates a peculiar dynamic for LGs, since the extent to
which they can disclose their sexual identity, and thus be true
to themselves, is likely to be highly context-dependent. Second,
the humanitarian aid sector is known for its high volatility,
stress-inducing workload, and poor work-life balance (Eriksson
et al., 2009; Visser et al., 2016). In such a work environment,
it might be even more difficult to deal with being LG, which
is an example of an invisible stigmatized identity (e.g., Ellemers
and Barreto, 2006), and therefore requires careful identity
management (Button, 2004).

The present exploratory study aims to contribute to
the currently underdeveloped research on LGs’ workplace
inclusion, by investigating humanitarian aid workers in different
organizational settings (i.e., office and field). Two research
questions will be answered:

(1) How do lesbian and gay (LG) humanitarian aid staff
members experience that their sexual orientation plays a role
in their daily work in the office and the field?

(2) Which factors play a role in LG humanitarian aid staff
members’ perceptions of workplace inclusion in both office
and field?

Workplace Inclusion of LGs and the
Importance of the Disclosure Dilemma
We define workplace inclusion as the individual’s perception of a
specific group (e.g., the organization) providing him or her with
the satisfaction of the fundamental human needs for belonging
and authenticity (Jansen et al., 2014; see also Shore et al., 2011).

The need for belonging is an individual’s need to create and
sustain stable relationships with others (e.g., Baumeister and
Leary, 1995). Individuals fulfill this need by having recurring
and positive interactions with others in a group. The need for
authenticity is an individual’s need to stay true to oneself (e.g.,
Kernis and Goldman, 2006). This need emphasizes that group
members are allowed to be different from, but also similar to
other group members, as long as they are able to remain true
to who they are (Jansen et al., 2014). Inclusion is different from
social identification, which focuses on the processes through
which the individual appreciates and connects with the group.
In contrast, inclusion focuses on the signs through which the
group indicates how much it wants to include the individual
(Ellemers and Jetten, 2013). That is, in our definition of inclusion,
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the individual is the target and the group is the source of inclusion
(cf. Jansen et al., 2014).

For LGs, perceptions of workplace inclusion are likely to
be influenced by the disclosure dilemma (Griffith and Hebl,
2002). This encompasses a range of strategic decisions on
whether, how, when, and to whom to disclose one’s invisible
stigma in the workplace (Ragins and Cornwell, 2001; Clair
et al., 2005; Ragins et al., 2007). A stigma consists of (one or
more) characteristics that, in certain social contexts, are assessed
as undesired or devalued (e.g., being LG), thus conveying a
negatively evaluated social identity (Goffman, 1963; Crocker
et al., 1998). Stigmas can either be visible (e.g., being overweight,
being in a wheelchair) or invisible (e.g., being LG, having a
mental disorder). One of the major dimensions distinguishing
visible from invisible stigmas is the option to conceal the stigma.
That is, whereas people carrying a visible stigma engage in
impression management strategies, aimed at influencing others’
perceptions of the self (Goffman, 1959), people carrying an
invisible stigma engage in information management strategies,
aimed at optimally balancing potential positive (e.g., receiving
social support) and negative (e.g., discrimination) outcomes of
revealing the stigma (Pachankis, 2007). Indeed, disclosure of
an invisible stigma is an extremely complicated phenomenon,
characterized by potentially generating both benefit and harm
(Chaudoir and Fisher, 2010; Spiegel et al., 2016).

For these reasons, the disclosure dilemma has been coined
one of the most difficult career decisions that LGs face at
the workplace (e.g., Croteau, 1996; Button, 2001). Disclosing
may, under certain conditions, lead to a range of negative
consequences, including ostracism, harassment, and even losing
one’s job (Clair et al., 2005). Disclosure of an invisible stigma
is not an ‘all-or-nothing’ phenomenon (Ragins and Cornwell,
2001; Ragins et al., 2007). Rather, it is a dynamic, continuous
process of (re)negotiating of how to manage one’s invisible stigma
in accordance with situational requirements (King et al., 2017),
as employees may manage their stigma differently in various
situations, and involving various interaction partners (Jones and
King, 2014). This means that disclosure of, e.g. one’s sexual
identity is highly context-dependent: whereas one might have
fully disclosed in a specific context (e.g., to all close friends) and
only partially in another context (e.g., only to one’s supervisor
at work). Such “identity disconnects” (Ragins, 2008) have been
proposed to lead to psychological incongruence, anxiety, and
stress, as one is particularly vulnerable to disclosure by third
parties, and thus faces continuous uncertainty with regard to who
knows and who does not (Ragins, 2004, 2008).

The contextual dependence of disclosure is especially relevant
for our study. LGs may face a double-edged sword with
regard to self-disclosure (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2001; Griffith
and Hebl, 2002): on the one hand, choosing to disclose in a
particular context might lead to being discriminated against,
which might lead to social exclusion. This, subsequently, might
harm satisfaction of the need for belonging. On the other hand,
not disclosing in a particular context may lead to psychological
distress, due to not being able to satisfy one’s need for authenticity
(Clair et al., 2005; Ragins et al., 2007). Therefore, satisfaction of
one or both needs that make up inclusion might be thwarted,

to the extent that a level of workplace inclusion, comparable to
that of their heterosexual colleagues, may become unattainable
for LGs. These dynamics may be even more pronounced in
the case of international humanitarian aid work, part of which
taking place in countries where SGD is illegal or socially
unacceptable, and where disclosure might have potentially
endangering consequences. This dependence on context may
make the disclosure dilemma, with its accompanying state of
anxiety and stress, even more poignant.

Contextual Characteristics of LGs’
Workplace Inclusion
The organizational context may facilitate the disclosure dilemma
for LGs, and therefore improve their workplace experiences. In
line with Shore et al.’s (2011) conceptual model, we approach the
organizational environment as consisting of multiple interrelated
components, each providing indications to LG employees
concerning their inclusion status (i.e., to what extent their needs
for belonging and authenticity are satisfied), which, subsequently,
shapes their perceptions of workplace inclusion.

Important components of the organizational environment
include colleagues’ and supervisors’ positive attitudes and
behaviors toward LGs, as well as LG-supportive organizational
policies (Griffith and Hebl, 2002; Colgan et al., 2007; Ragins et al.,
2007). If LGs perceive that their supervisor and co-workers treat
them the same way they treat others, LGs may feel their need
for authenticity increasingly satisfied. Likewise, their need for
belonging might increasingly be fulfilled; such instances might
lead to LG staff more positively valuing the bond with their
managers and co-workers. Moreover, general human resource
policies as well as LG-specific policies may positively contribute
to LGs’ perceived inclusion. These include access to critical
work-related information and participation in decision-making
processes to all employees (Mor Barak and Cherin, 1998; Nishii,
2013), facilitation of open communication (Janssens and Zanoni,
2008), the presence of conflict resolution procedures (Roberson,
2006), and ideologies stressing the benefit of diversity (Jansen
et al., 2016). For example, by facilitating open communication
within the organization, interpersonal relationships between
individuals might strengthen, thus improving perceptions of
belonging. Similarly, active participation in decision-making
processes might enhance individuals’ perceptions of authenticity,
as they are asked for their contributions, based on their
expertise and abilities (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006).
LG-specific policies include the establishment of a support
network, sponsorship of LG-related events, or implementation
of diversity trainings (e.g., Colgan et al., 2007), and are generally
also expected to contribute to satisfaction of LGs’ needs for
authenticity and belonging, and thus their perceived workplace
inclusion (Jansen et al., 2014).

Present Study
We assess how LG humanitarian aid workers perceive and
experience their (1) colleagues’ attitudes and behaviors, (2)
supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors, and (3) organization’s
inclusiveness policies toward SGD, in which way these
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characteristics may shape sexual identity disclosure, and
how these might relate to perceived workplace inclusion (i.e.,
satisfaction of the needs for belonging and authenticity). We will
refer to these three elements as organization-level characteristics.

This study contributes to current literature in two substantive
ways. First, by pinpointing the elements that contribute to or
endanger LGs’ perceived authenticity and belonging, it expands
existing knowledge on workplace inclusion of LGs, which has
so far received little attention in academic literature (Ozeren,
2014; Lloren and Parini, 2016; however, see Colgan et al., 2007).
Second, by explicitly focusing on employees working in contexts
that substantially differ in the extent to which they have to
conceal their sexuality, it enriches our knowledge on workplace
experiences of LGs. Until now, the few studies focusing on
workplace inclusion of LGs were conducted in offices (see for
examples Colgan et al., 2007; Priola et al., 2014; Lloren and Parini,
2016). Particular attention is paid to how workplace inclusion of
LGs differs in either office or field, where the process of disclosure
of an invisible stigmatized identity carries more weight.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Setting
This study was conducted at MSF – Operational Center
Amsterdam (MSF-OCA) in the Netherlands. MSF provides
humanitarian assistance based on principles of neutrality and
impartiality: quality medical care is provided to those who need it,
regardless of race, religion or political affiliation (Médecins Sans
Frontières, 2017). Examples of MSF’s activities include providing
immediate basic or more specialist medical care, educating on
the importance of clean water and hygienic services, auditing
projects, and arranging logistics of supplies and resources within
the project country.

MSF-OCA is one of five operational centers (OCs), combining
MSF-Holland, MSF-United Kingdom and MSF-Germany, and
housed more than 250 office employees and sent out 780
international staff members to projects in 28 countries around the
world in 2016 (Médecins Sans Frontières, 2018). Humanitarian
aid professionals working in a country from which they do not
originate are from here on referred to as international staff.
Examples of international staff positions are project manager,
logistician, surgeon, and midwife. When employees are sent
on a mission (i.e., goes into the field), they go together with
other international staff members1. Missions on average last
between 3 to 12 months, which leads to constantly changing
team compositions. OCA carries responsibilities concerning
the coordination of these projects, in which international staff
works to provide (emergency) humanitarian aid to populations
in distress, such as victims of natural or man-made disasters
and victims of armed conflict, together with national staff.
National staff is locally hired staff from the project country, who
make up about 90% of MSF’s employees, and who can occupy

1Most often, international staff members originate from Westernized countries,
such as Western European countries, Canada, United States, or Australia.
However, several participants noticed a recent tendency to hire more international
staff members from countries that traditionally have been the target of their work.

positions such as nurse, doctor, engineer, and driver. In the
field, international staff often lives together in international staff
houses, sometimes even on guarded compounds, and tends to be
separated from national staff during off-work hours.

Most employees working in one of MSF’s OCs originate from
Western countries, where societal acceptance and legal rights of
LGs tend to be quite well established (ILGA, 2017). To illustrate:
on average, more secular and affluent countries show a tendency
toward being relatively more accepting of homosexuality, with
87% of Germans, 80% of Canadians, and 60% of Americans
thinking that society should accept homosexuality (PEW
Research Center, 2013). Simultaneously, this study found that
respondents from Africa and countries that were predominantly
Muslim were least accepting of homosexuality (PEW Research
Center, 2013). At least nine-in-ten respondents in several sub-
Saharan countries (e.g., Nigeria), and around 85% of respondents
in Pakistan and Malaysia thought that society should not accept
homosexuality. As these numbers show, on average, international
LG humanitarian aid workers’ home countries, even though
there is still considerable variation, are more supportive of LGs
than project countries. During the time of interviewing, MSF-
OCA had ongoing projects in Nigeria, Malaysia, and Pakistan
(Médecins Sans Frontières, 2017). In these, and several other
countries in which participants have worked (e.g., Afghanistan,
Ethiopia, Libya, Syria, Uzbekistan2), homosexuality is illegal and
punishable. To exemplify: in Ethiopia, Malaysia, and Nigeria,
same-sex individuals may receive up to life sentence in prison,
and in Libya, Nigeria, Syria, and Uzbekistan, a prison sentence up
to 14 years may be enforced (ILGA, 2017). Compared to an office
setting, team dynamics are therefore thoroughly adapted in the
field, as LG humanitarian aid workers’ decisions regarding how
to handle their sexuality might have implications for themselves,
their co-workers, and the organization at large, something we will
discuss in detail in the results section.

Before international staff leaves for a mission, they are briefed
by OCA to facilitate the transition to the field. During such
briefings, MSF provides the material necessary to fulfill their
job as well as possible once they are in the field. Such briefings
include information on country profiles, project descriptions,
the established security framework (i.e., how MSF staff is
kept safe), and ways to behave appropriately in that particular
country’s social setting. However, whereas these briefings provide
information on different types of potentially vulnerable groups
(e.g., women, certain ethnicities, and religions), so far no insights
on the legal or social status of SGM-populations are provided, as
became apparent throughout interviews with our participants.

Participants
Participants in this study were 11 MSF-OCA employees, seven
of whom self-identified as female and lesbian, and four of whom
identified as male and gay. At the time of interviewing, five
participants were married, four were in a long-term relationship
with their current partner, and two were single. Of these
participants, most were raised in a Western country, and almost

2A full list of project countries in which MSF-OCA is at work can be found at
https://www.artsenzondergrenzen.nl/projecten.
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all of them were Caucasian; the participant who was not,
was of Asian origin. Age ranged from 34 to 66 (x̄ = 45.4;
SD = 9.5). Most participants were currently mainly stationed in
an office, but had experience in the field; two participants only
had field experience. Jobs of participants ranged from higher
organizational positions, for example during missions in the field,
to intermediate positions, mostly working at OCA (e.g., in the HR
or Finance department) and occasionally going on a mission.

Participants were recruited through the so-called ‘gatekeeper
strategy’ (Hennink et al., 2011): Someone within the study
community helped establish initial contact between researchers
and participant. The Rainbow Network, MSF’s staff-run SGM
support network, had a good overview of LG staff in MSF-OCA,
as the result of a recent survey on SGM-inclusiveness within MSF.
Therefore, their representatives were able to provide invaluable
information concerning potential participants.

Given the exploratory nature of the study, the aim
in participant recruitment was to find commonalities and
differences across a range of participants (Hennink et al., 2011),
in a first attempt to answer the research questions (also known
as maximum variation sampling; Patton, 2001). A diverse range
of employees was purposefully sought for, preferably differing on
three dimensions: gender, nationality, and organizational tenure
at MSF. Additionally, a requirement was that employees were
currently not on a mission for OCA, but had been within the
past 6 months; this way, we avoided that our study might have
interfered directly with their activities. This also means that,
during interviewing, all participants were under contract at OCA.
However, not all experiences described took place during their
tenure at OCA, due to the highly volatile nature of the job and
relatively short contract periods at OCs. Moreover, participants
were recruited both from within and outside the Rainbow
Network. The participants in this study were recruited in such
a way that their anonymity and confidentiality was safeguarded
to the largest extent possible.

Data Collection Procedure
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted, for
two main reasons. First, because of the sensitivity of the
topic, building rapport between interviewer and interviewee was
pivotal, and second, we were interested in participants’ individual
stories and lived experiences. We considered qualitative
(interview) methods appropriate in satisfying both criteria
(Hennink et al., 2011). Semi-structured interviews provided the
participant with the freedom to add other themes that were not
part of the interview guide, thus enabling us to gain insights from
our data collection and analysis inductively (Hennink et al., 2011;
see also Data Analysis below). Furthermore, interviewees had the
liberty to address topics in their own preferred order, whilst the
interviewer still had the tools to guide the conversation back into
a direction that allowed answering the research questions.

We derived the key questions of this study from existing
literature on LGs’ workplace experiences (e.g., Colgan et al.,
2007; Lloren and Parini, 2016) and the disclosure dilemma
(e.g., Chaudoir and Fisher, 2010; Jones and King, 2014), as
well as from literature on (antecedents of) inclusion, measured
as the perceived satisfaction of the needs for belonging

and authenticity (Shore et al., 2011; Jansen et al., 2014).
Additionally, we added questions that we deemed relevant given
the organizational setting, inquiring about e.g. safety issues
and organizational support for SGM-employees in the field.
Our operationalizations of the core concepts are added as
Supplementary Materials.

The semi-structured interview guide was set up as follows:
In the introduction, research aims and ethical issues were
explained, and informed consent was obtained. Subsequently,
introductory questions about the participant’s background served
to collect personal information, as well as build rapport (Hennink
et al., 2011). Opening questions followed, about participants’
organizational career at MSF, tenure, motivation, activities, and
general work experiences at the organization, and key questions,
crucial for answering the research questions (Hennink et al.,
2011), ensued. These centered on contact with co-workers
and supervisors, and experiences during which participants did
(not) feel a member of the organization, the latter serving
as a proxy to address satisfaction of the need for belonging.
Questions on safety concerns ensued, followed by an in-depth
focus on participants’ sexual identity. More specifically, we asked
how open interviewees were in the workplace, the motivations
underlying that, instances during which they felt that their
sexuality (positively or negatively) affected their job and work
experiences, and their involvement with the SGM-community
(Rainbow Network) within MSF. These questions approximate
participants’ satisfaction of their need for authenticity. Afterward,
participants were invited to share their views on what the role of
the organization is, and what it should be, in facilitating SGM-
employees, within office and field. To conclude the interview,
two closing questions were asked, in order to dissolve rapport,
and end on a ‘lighter’ topic (Hennink et al., 2011). The interview
guide was added as Supplementary Material, and more detailed
information regarding data collection and the first author’s
personal reflections are available on request.

All interviews were conducted in English or Dutch (the
first author’s native language); three interviews took place
face-to-face, and eight via Skype (due to geographical distance).
The first author served as the only interviewer in this project.
Interviews were audio recorded with participant consent, after
which verbatim transcripts were made. Most information
remained confidential between interviewer and interviewee;
direct quotations were only published after the participant’s
explicit approval. Complete anonymity of participants was
guaranteed by removing all identifiable information (e.g.,
age, nationality, mission countries) from the transcripts; only
the first author knows the participants’ identities. At the
participant’s request or the first author’s judgment, counseling,
provided by MSF-OCA’s psychosocial care unit (PSCU), was
offered after participation; this was never deemed necessary
by either party. All participants and the interviewer signed
an informed consent form, which also contained the PSCU’s
contact information, prior to starting each interview. This
study was carried out in accordance with the recommendations
of the Code of Ethics made by the American Sociological
Association. The protocol was approved by the Ethics
Committee of Sociology of the University of Groningen.
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All subjects gave written informed consent in accordance with
the Declaration of Helsinki.

Data Analysis
Grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss, 2008) guided data
analysis, combining an inductive and a deductive approach
(Hennink et al., 2011). Based on our conceptual model, the
first author developed a deductive codebook, containing 41
codes, which was then discussed extensively with the second
author. The subsequent analytical process can be described as a
predominantly iterative, cyclical process of theoretical reflection,
data collection and data analysis, which means that we were
open to inductive insights gained during data collection and
analysis (Hennink et al., 2011). Data were coded inductively
through descriptive coding (Saldaña, 2009), meaning that the
main topic of a certain fragment of the interview was summarized
in one word. The first author developed 52 inductive codes,
identifying new themes and topics emerging from the data,
leading to a final codebook containing 93 codes. The second
author then independently crosschecked a portion (n = 4) of
the interviews using that codebook, to examine consistency
in coding across interviews, and to guarantee some form of
interrater reliability. Afterward, first and second author discussed
the coded interviews, based on which coding was refined. The
transcripts were analyzed with the help of the qualitative data
analysis software program Atlas.ti 7 (Friese, 2013). The codebook
is available as Supplementary Material.

Data analysis continued by placing the deductive and
inductive codes that shared a common attribute into the
same overarching categories (i.e., categorization, Hennink
et al., 2011, p. 246) which allowed us to obtain a better
conceptual understanding of our data (see Hennink et al., 2011).
More specifically, we created several overarching categories
consisting of multiple subcategories. An example is the category
‘inclusiveness practices.’ Subcategories herein are ‘diversity,’
‘equality,’ ‘initiatives,’ ‘policy,’ and ‘organizational support.’ These
categories and subcategories are provided as Supplementary
Materials. This categorization allowed us to create multiple
groups based on the way participants spoke of their perceived
authenticity, and it helped establish the underlying phenomena
shaping these perceptions (i.e., comparison; see Hennink et al.,
2011, p. 243). Additionally, we constructed so-called thick
descriptions (Hennink et al., 2011, p. 238) of our main variables
of interest (i.e., authenticity and belonging), providing the
multiple dimensions of which participants spoke in addressing
these variables. Examples for authenticity include ‘being able
to share personal stories,’ and ‘seeing it as their human
right to be open.’ Examples for belonging include ‘always a
member,’ and ‘all together.’ These thick descriptions are added as
Supplementary Materials.

After categorization and comparison, conceptualization
proceeded with exploring the expected links between the
individual elements within the data (Hennink et al., 2011, p. 247)
by relating the findings to the deductively developed conceptual
model. This process was mainly based on two strategies: looking
for the ‘big picture’ in the data, and taking a step back to gain
a broader overview of the issues, whilst simultaneously moving

closer to the data, in order to examine certain details within the
data, especially by comparing differences between individuals.
An example is the analysis of how open participants were about
their sexual identity in the field. In examining this, we looked
at how this related to perceptions of workplace inclusion, and
how it was embedded in existing organizational arrangements,
thereby accounting for the ‘big picture.’ Simultaneously we
looked for the specific details explained by our participants with
regard to the reason(s) for how open they were, paying attention
to differences between individuals (Hennink et al., 2011).

During the process of data collection and -analysis, the authors
worked in accordance with the criteria necessary to ensure
trustworthiness of a qualitative study, such as transferability
(to assess to what extent findings are generalizable) and
confirmability (to assess to what extent findings are based on
the data, not the researcher’s predispositions) (see Guba, 1981
in Shenton, 2004). More detailed information regarding the data
analysis process is available on request.

RESULTS

Below, we first discuss participants’ perceptions of belonging,
and highlight aspects that create minor differences in the
degree to which participants feel belonging to the organization.
As we found little difference in participants’ fulfillment of
the need for belonging, we devote relatively little attention
to this topic. Second, we describe participants’ perceptions of
authenticity in detail, since we found noticeable differences
between office and field, as well as between participants. Third, we
illustrate the inductively emerged individual-level factors related
to variation in perceived authenticity between participants, as this
variation was only partially related to the three organization-level
characteristics we distinguish.

Description of the Belonging Dimension
Participants, almost unanimously, felt clearly that they belonged
to MSF. As illustrated by one participant, who felt that “you’re like
the firefighter [. . .] you’re called on a Saturday, you’re called on a
Sunday, you’re called [. . .] at 1AM in bed. So, I think there’s never
a moment that I do not feel part of it.” (M3, 71/2 years’ experience
in office and field). Another participant expressed that “MSF has
very much a sort of family feel to it” (F, 3 years’ experience in
office and field).

MSF was lauded for its effectiveness in creating strong feelings
of belonging, and thus of showing signs of employees’ inclusion,
for example through organizational artifacts such as t-shirts,
training and welcome days, and the yearly general assembly
meetings. These high levels of belonging were partially due to
the inherent nature and work of the organization, as participants
felt even more strongly belonging to the organization any time
they were contributing to fulfilling MSF’s organizational mission
(‘to preserve life, restore dignity, alleviate suffering, and protect
people’s ability to make their own choices’).

3The gender with which the participant identifies, with F indicating female and M
indicating male.
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Nonetheless, two factors slightly hampered perceptions of
belonging. The first was a lack of organizational tenure, which
subsequently led to not having many social relationships within
the organization. Within MSF, going into the field is a way
of gaining status among peers, a notion voiced by multiple
participants. As such, several of them recalled that, when they had
just joined the organization, they still had to ‘prove’ themselves.
As one participant explained, “MSF does tend to be quite
suspicious of outsiders [. . .] so I think that’s [. . .] the flip side of
being a very close-knit community; it doesn’t always want to let
people in if you’re not part of the club” (F, 3 years’ experience in
office and field).

Another factor decreasing belonging was rooted in the
inability to share personal stories with co-workers, mainly in the
field, where some participants felt they could not be completely
open about themselves, especially about their sexual identity.
One participant said, “I think primarily [. . .] it can be lonely. As
everybody’s talking about their family, and [. . .] I end up talking
about my brothers and sisters instead, you know?” (F, 6 years’
experience in the field).

In sum, all participants expressed strong feelings of belonging
to MSF, primarily resulting from the nature of the organization
and its humanitarian aid work. Factors hampering participants’
perceived belonging were shorter organizational tenure and an
inability to share personal stories due to one’s (sexual) identity.

Description of the Authenticity
Dimension
Whereas interviewees generally shared a strong sense of
belonging, this was not the case for their perceived authenticity.
This partly applied to their experiences in the office, but mostly
to those in the field, where participants felt they could not always
be themselves. Below, we first discuss perceptions of authenticity
in the office, followed by a discussion of authenticity perceptions
in the field. Herein, we recognize that the analytical distinction
between office and field may be less clear-cut in real life, where
support received by office co-workers may mitigate the negative
consequences of being closeted in the field.

Authenticity in the Office
In the Amsterdam office, participants generally felt enabled and
encouraged to be authentic, by colleagues and supervisors alike,
and it was perceived as a pleasant work environment where
participants could be themselves. Therefore, all participants were
open about their sexual identity in the office. As an example,
several participants recalled their colleagues’, mostly neutral to
positive, responses to the disclosure of their sexuality within the
Amsterdam office, which they described as largely characterized
by genuine interest in their family life. Participants mainly
ascribed this to the general atmosphere in Amsterdam, and the
Netherlands at large, which, compared to other countries, was
seen as tolerant and open-minded toward sexual minorities. They
did not seem very concerned about the disclosure dilemma:
multiple participants mentioned not having had severe difficulties
coming out to their colleagues and supervisors within the office.

They emphasized the diverse nature of the organization,
especially in terms of cultural background of employees, which

created the idea that participants could be open about their
sexuality. One participant said: “I felt it was a very comfortable
environment [. . .] to be out, which was great, and that was, you
know, also a part of what made it feel very comfortable and a
good experience to join the organization” (F, 3 years’ experience
in office and field).

Especially the Rainbow Network, established in 2016 in
order to promote SGM-inclusivity within Amsterdam HQ and
the other OCs, was perceived to be a safe haven by several
participants. One participant sketched it as a place

“. . . to support each other in those moments when [. . .] you
do not feel part of the organization. And all of us know those
moments, and it’s just really nice to be able to talk about it, and
that there’s people who just get it [emphasis added]” (F, 31/2 years’
experience in office and field).

Despite the above, participants also voiced concerns about the
boundaries of that generally supportive work environment. Some
of them had heard negative comments about their own or others’
sexual orientation: jokes, negative remarks, and sexual innuendos
were made in the office (so-called microaggressions; cf. Sue,
2010). Some participants mentioned colleagues’ efforts to set
them up with ‘the other gay person in the office,’ simply because
they were both homosexual. Another participant shared an
example, of having to remarry her partner in different countries,
given that their marriage in the Netherlands was not legally
binding everywhere. Sharing this with her supervisor evoked
the remark that “they must really love getting married.” These
examples illustrated a lack of awareness of some of the particular
situations faced by SGM-workers.

A Rainbow Network questionnaire administered in
2016 further exemplified this paradoxical situation. In
this questionnaire, MSF employees, both cisgender4 and
heterosexual, as well as SGM, were asked about experiences with
homophobic, transphobic, and heterosexist comments within
MSF. The questionnaire accumulated responses from almost
300 employees, of whom 62% witnessed derogatory language
or inappropriate jokes when no openly SGM-individuals were
present. Moreover, 35% of respondents had been present while
such comments were made directly to SGM-employees5 (M.
Schoonheim, personal communication, September 30, 2016).

Several participants stated that MSF, as an organization,
was still ‘in the closet,’ since issues concerning sexual
orientation of employees have only recently started receiving
attention. Participants ascribed this to the organization’s very
clear organizational mandate to deliver the highest quality
humanitarian aid to those who are most in need, making
everything not directly related to fulfilling this mandate of
secondary importance. Another frequently mentioned argument
was that some colleagues and supervisors believed that, given that
they were situated in Amsterdam – one of the most gay-friendly

4Referring to people whose gender identity and expression matches their assigned
sex at birth
5Generally, this demeanor was far more negative in the field. For example, one
participant recalled that “of course, there’s a lot of gay jokes [. . .] if you’re a bit lame,
they always call you ‘ah, you’re a gay, you can’t lift that”’ (M, 71/2 years’ experience
in office and field).
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capitals in the world - acceptance of sexual minorities had been
fully achieved and did not need further improvement.

Taken together, participants’ stories sketched a paradoxical
situation within the Amsterdam office. Although they felt
encouraged and enabled to be themselves, and believed the
office generally provided a pleasant work environment, there
were boundaries to the tolerance they experienced (cf. Buijs
et al., 2011). This came to the fore in the form of jokes,
derogatory remarks, and other microaggressions (Sue, 2010),
a certain hesitation to discuss sexual orientation issues within
the organization, and an experienced lack of organizational
policies directed at SGM-issues. All these aspects combined
gave participants the idea that there still was ample ground
to gain within OCA.

Authenticity in the Field
In general, participants felt their need for authenticity far less
fulfilled in the field, compared to the office. Participants all
went ‘back into the closet’ when going on a mission. This
decision was strongly rooted in perceived risks of being LG
in many project countries. Such risks included the potential of
disturbing team dynamics and the possibility of being outed
by someone (i.e., when one’s sexual orientation is involuntarily
revealed to a third party). Due to these risks, participants
needed to gauge their fellow international staff members on
their viewpoints toward SGD, which was difficult, as there was
a large degree of uncertainty. That is, participants did not know
how their fellow international staff would react to their coming
out. Several participants spoke of going into the field assuming
that their teammates would be able to handle such information
discretely, which they oftentimes did not find to be the case.
Interestingly, they mainly ascribed this to the organization not
clearly communicating what was expected of international staff
members, as international staff members were not instructed
about the boundaries of acceptable behavior among colleagues.

Participants thus had to decide very carefully whether, and,
if so, to what extent, how, and to whom to disclose their sexual
orientation within the international staff team. Here, it deserves
mentioning that, throughout the interviews, participants did not
speak of the disclosure dilemma concerning national staff or
beneficiaries: None of the participants had come out to national
staff members or beneficiaries, and no one was planning to
do so in the future. Given this unanimity in our sample, we
will therefore not discuss this aspect in further detail. The
magnitude of the disclosure dilemma was therefore considerable,
as illustrated by one of our participants, who said, “you’re living
together, working together, and you’re totally reliant on each
other. The team dynamic is everything. And you have something
that alters the team dynamic” (F, 7 years’ experience in office
and field). This uncertainty with regard to sharing information
about their sexuality within the international team was related
to LGs’ fear of being outed to national staff, which might
have negative consequences in legal or social contexts where
homosexuality is illegal.

These negative consequences of being outed can range from
national staff no longer wanting to work together, to beneficiaries
(i.e., the people receiving the aid provided by MSF) deciding

they no longer want to be treated, since the organization may
be perceived to support something as sinful and unnatural as
homosexuality. If that were to happen, MSF might lose its
entire “raison d’être” since providing support for beneficiaries
is the organization’s primary concern. More severely, being
out or outed might affect MSF’s position within the project
country; its acceptance in local communities is paramount to
doing their job, as one participant expressed: “We have to be
able to retain our local operating position. And if the local
moms or the local bishops decide that MSF is pursuing a queer
rights agenda, it may become virtually impossible to safely
stay there” (M, 12 years’ experience in the field). Participants
expressed a thorough understanding of the organization’s difficult
position in this respect.

Depending on the context, being outed may even lead to being
taken out of the mission, to guarantee the individual’s and their
team members’ safety (as they might be tried according to local
laws). Given these strong associated risks, a pivotal role in LGs’
dealing with identity management issues in the field could be
played by their supervisor(s) in the field6. Currently, supervisors
did not deal particularly well with participants’ self-disclosure, as
illustrated by one participant:

“I told my project coordinator I had a wife, and he was European,
he was like ‘I don’t care.’ And I’m like ‘I don’t think you do, as
a person. But as a manager, do you know how to manage the
situation? Like, if something came up, and there was an issue
within the team, would you know how to manage that within the
context of the field situation?’ [. . .] I don’t think he’s being trained
on how to manage it (F, 6 years’ experience in office and field).”

Given the perceived risks and potential consequences of being
open about being LG, participants generally considered it better
to go completely back into the closet. Interestingly, MSF regarded
going back into the closet as the only feasible way to manage one’s
sexual identity in the field, as mentioned by several participants.
That is, the organization’s advice on handling being LG in the
field was to ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’

Being back in the closet, however, was not always easy to
sustain for participants. Considering they were able to be open
about their sexuality within the Amsterdam office and their
private lives, participants found it challenging to live a closeted
life in the field, as one participant illustrated:

“Wherever you go, in any project, wherever in the world, the first
thing people ask is: ‘Are you married?’ Because in most cultures
where we work, your marital status and your parental status, so
having children, are the things over which you bond” (F, 31/2 years’
experience in office and field).

Many participants struggled with how to maintain this straight
façade, especially during their first mission. Some of them
recalled having had to make an instant decision as to how they
were going to approach questions concerning their family life.
An influential factor was the duration of the mission. As was

6Within the field, there are different supervisor roles. Examples include the field
coordinator (in charge of implementation and daily management of the project),
head of project (carrying final responsibility over a subproject within the mission),
and head of mission (carrying final responsibility over the whole mission).
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mentioned by multiple participants, it is easier to keep up the
façade if one is in the field for a shorter period (e.g., 2 weeks) than
when one is away for longer (e.g., 6 months). Another factor was
participants’ relationship status. Understandably, participants in
a relationship experienced more difficulties regarding questions
about their family life than single participants. For example,
when they had a Skype conversation with their partner, they
had to pretend their significant other to be a mere friend.
Other participants who had children found it hard to deny their
existence, as revealing this might have evoked further inquiries
about their family life.

In sum, participants mentioned many difficulties to fulfill their
need for authenticity, with regard to their sexuality, given local
laws and social norms in project countries. In the majority of
cases, they thoroughly compromised their authenticity, and they
felt that MSF did not provide sufficient support to combine doing
their job well with simultaneously managing their sexual identity.
If the specific context made disclosure a highly risky endeavor
and participants felt that disclosing could sincerely harm the
team, the project, and the organization, they went back into the
closet. Furthermore, participants sometimes did not trust their
teammates and supervisors to deal well with potential disclosure,
further strengthening the perceived necessity to live a closeted life
in the field. Hence, contrary to what much literature assumes, we
found that our participants spoke of disclosure as more strongly
related to the potential risks within the particular organizational
context, and less to negative personal consequences, such as
running the risk of discrimination or social exclusion (e.g., Ng
and Rumens, 2017; Webster et al., 2017).

Differences in Perceived Authenticity
Between Participants
Next to the general patterns described above, we discovered
variation in how participants responded to compromised
authenticity. That is, although all participants mentioned
lower satisfaction of their need for authenticity in the
field, we found differences between participants in how
they handled this. Differences were mostly rooted in the
importance they attached to their sexual identity, combined
with the salience of the organizational mission. Based on
these differences, we inductively generated three groups
of participants, which we labeled conscious first missioners,
authentic realists, and idealistic activists (see Table 1 and
explanation below).

As already inherent in the label conscious first missioners
(a commonly used term for MSF staff who go into the
field for the first time), participants categorized in this
group (n = 3) had, when the interview was taken, only
been in the field once. They expressed the perceived
choice they had with regard to self-disclosure. That is,
they made a deliberate decision concerning the (non-
)disclosure of their sexuality to others while they were in
the field, which was less pronounced in interviews with the
other participants.

The other eight participants, whose experience in the field
ranged from having been on several missions to having over

100 months of field experience, showed substantial differences
in perceived authenticity. We derived two more groups based
on how these participants described the relationship between
their sexual orientation and the organization’s mission. Certain
participants voiced an understanding to put their sexuality
‘on hold’ while they were in the field, whereas others saw
it as their fundamental human right to be who they were,
also in the field. We named the second group the authentic
realists (n = 4), because they were accepting of the necessity
to hide their sexual identity, whilst their perceived authenticity
was relatively unblemished. Finally, we labeled the third group
the idealistic activists (n = 4), because in their stories they
delved into a more idealistic perspective of handling sexual
orientation issues at MSF, and because they all actively advocated
toward that aim.

Conscious First Missioners
Insights described by the conscious first missioners (n = 3) were
especially relevant regarding their field experiences. They were
relatively critical toward the organization for its lack of support
of sexual minority employees. This may be the case because,
compared to other participants, they may, due to their short
tenure at MSF, have been more prone to mirror the sexual
orientation policies of their previous employer with those of MSF.

The conscious first missioners can especially be set apart from
the other two groups because they had only been in the field
once, and they made a deliberate and conscious decision with
regard to their (non-)disclosure. That is, whether they decided
to go back into the closet or disclose their sexual orientation, they
described feeling in control over that process, as they themselves
were responsible. One participant phrased this as follows:

“I just didn’t want to kind of create a problem there. So I did kind
of get back in the closet, I suppose, for that period of time. Which
was a conscious decision that I felt I was happy with, because it
wasn’t so important for me to be out, if it was going to have a
detrimental effect on [. . .] the team or the project work that we
were doing (F, 3 years’ experience in office and field).”

Making a conscious decision regarding (non-)disclosure
might mean there was a sense of autonomy present among
the conscious first missioners. Psychological theories of
needs describe the importance of a sense of autonomy, as
it is related to freedom, and thereby to positive individual
functioning (e.g., Deci and Ryan, 2000). Having had the
perception that they themselves were responsible for choosing
to what extent they were being authentic to their sexual
identity, conscious first missioners might have felt that –
irrespective of having disclosed their sexual identity or not –
their need for authenticity was not seriously compromised.
This stood in stark contrast with how other participants,
i.e., the idealistic activists, described the (non-)disclosure
process: they more often felt forced by the organization
to go back into the closet, thereby taking away that
feeling of autonomy.

Authentic Realists
The authentic realists (n = 4) encountered relatively few problems
with their sexuality. In general, they were less bothered by nasty
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of participants, participants’ expressed belonging and authenticity, and group categorization.

Group Defining individual
characteristic

ID Gender Tenure Belonging Authenticity

Conscious first missioners Degree of autonomy in 03 F 1 year Low due to being new Satisfactory

deliberately and consciously 07 F 2 years Very high, but low when new Satisfactory

managing the disclosure 10 F 3 years High, but low when new Comfortable

dilemma

Authentic realists Strong adherence to the 04 M 71/2 years Very high Satisfactory

organizational mission paired 05 F 111/2 years High Satisfactory

with lower sexual identity 08 M 12 years Very high Satisfactory

centrality to the self 11 M 61/2 years High Comfortable

Idealistic activists Contextual dependency of 01 M 12 years Low due to poor support in field Unsatisfactory

self-disclosure in the field 02 F 31/2 years High Unsatisfactory

paired with relative importance 06 F 7 years High Mediocre

of sexuality to the self 09 F 6 years Low due to loneliness in field Mediocre

Average 61/2 years

comments than the other participants were. An explanation
for this might be found in what has been termed identity
centrality or -importance (Settles, 2004). This refers to the
idea that people fulfill multiple roles and are members of
multiple groups, which together serve as sources of their
identity. Each of an individual’s identities may be of higher
or lower importance to the individual. Indeed, all participants
categorized into this group emphasized that they considered
their sexuality as central to their self-concept to a limited
extent only. The authentic realists downplayed the importance
of their sexuality in the workplace, and instead emphasized
their salient identity of a humanitarian aid worker. This
resonates with theorizing along the lines of self-categorization
theory (SCT; e.g., Turner et al., 1987), which proposes that a
certain identity can become more or less salient, depending
on the context.

In the field context, it was obvious that the authentic realists
considered their sexual orientation as not important, meaning
that this part of their identity was not salient at all when at
work. Instead, their identity as a humanitarian aid worker was
extremely salient within this context. This was strongly linked to
their support for MSF’s organizational mandate, to which they
all referred. MSF, they asserted, should not be concerned with
their employees’ sexuality, as it did not directly contribute to
fulfilling its mission. They did believe the organization held a
certain duty of care to its SGM-employees, but, according to
them, this should not be given priority on the organizational
agenda. Instead, they believed that MSF has “bigger fish to
catch,” for example by providing aid to SGM national staff
or beneficiaries.

The authentic realists were acutely aware of why they went
into the field in the first place, which was to help those in
need. They claimed they already knew this before they joined
the organization, which made going back into the closet easier.
Similar to the conscious first missioners, they did so voluntarily,
as that was needed in order to work for MSF, and to do their
job well. However, in contrast with conscious first missioners,
authentic realists never spoke of any element of choice; they
felt going back into the closet was the only viable way to deal

with their sexuality in the field. One participant illustrated this,
arguing that

“This is a very fulfilling rewarding and challenging role, that I
am proud to do, and that I want to do well. And part of that
does simply mean saying ‘Okay! I am not a sexual person right
now. I am not a personal person right now!’ And I don’t mind
that! I mean, I do think it’s not necessarily psychologically easy.
But I have found a balance that works well for me” (M, 12 years’
experience in the field).

In sum, despite not being able to be one’s authentic self, the
participants categorized into this group were relatively accepting
of the situation. They referred to the organizational mandate,
and ascertained that issues surrounding sexual orientation were
relatively unimportant within MSF. Moreover, they knew that,
in order to work in the field, they had to conceal their sexuality,
which they were willing to do.

Idealistic Activists
The idealistic activists (n = 4) were, comparatively, more critical
with regard to sexual minority issues within MSF. They argued
that MSF should be more explicit about the differential treatment
of any minority group (not just sexual minorities), about which
the organization was not very vocal. The office was the most
suitable context for change, according to these participants.
All four participants categorized into this group were actively
contributing to such change, as they were advocating for more
inclusivity toward minority groups within MSF.

They were frustrated about the lack of attention for sexual
orientation issues within the organization. As an example of the
absence of organizational policies tailored to protect the lives
of sexual minority employees, participants repeatedly made a
comparison with the extensive preparation and security briefings
employees received before they went into the field. These
briefings contained information on gender, ethnicity, nationality,
and religion, for example in terms of the social norms and
practices in a particular country, and how minorities might be
regarded there. However, there was no specific attention to sexual
orientation issues, which they found surprising and frustrating,
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given the often very negative way that SGM are perceived in
different field contexts.

When idealistic activists went into the field, they were
comparatively less willing simply to conceal their sexuality, and
to accept that they cannot show their true sexual identity solely
because this would not be possible in the given legal or social
context. In their explanations underlying this, they ascertained
that their sexuality is inextricably part of who they are, and that
they saw it as their human right to be open about who they were.
As one of them said:

“Some people, they closet themselves, they do their work, and
they just ignore it. And that’s certainly one way of coping,
but it shouldn’t have to be the only way to cope. You should
have a choice in how authentic you are to yourself. Within safe
parameters, with an employer who is aware and who can guide on
how that might look in the field” (F, 7 years’ experience in office
and field).

With regard to having a choice in how authentic one is, two
participants spoke of being outed in the field. This made them
feel vulnerable, led to a breach of trust within the team, and
required them to become even more vigilant. Such occurrences
can also be linked to a deprived sense of autonomy (introduced
above), because the element of choice in disclosing one’s sexuality
is removed, and may therefore contribute to a diminished
satisfaction of one’s authenticity need.

Participants in this group assumed that the organization
currently had a particular mindset concerning how sexuality
issues should be dealt with, namely of not wanting to impose
“Westernized” norms and values, such as homosexuality, onto
project countries. Therefore, the organization saw only one
feasible way of dealing with homosexuality, which was to strongly
urge LG staff to go back into the closet in the field. In these
participants’ opinions, the organization was hereby giving the
signal that they did not want to delve into sexual orientation
issues, simply because it might be a minefield.

Interestingly, all participants categorized into this group, as
well as two of the conscious first missioners, mentioned the need
to differentiate between contexts; that is, they believed disclosure
should not always be considered an immediate threat to staff
safety and organizational legitimacy. Instead, they urged the
organization to consider contextual differences with regard to the
extent to which disclosure of an LG identity should be possible,
instead of the general ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ advice currently
given. This illustrated participants’ recognition that disclosure
is not always and everywhere possible, but that the extent to
which it is possible was strongly dependent on the particular
country context.

Idealistic activists believed that sexual orientation issues
should be discussed within MSF, because it is a lived reality
for a part of MSF’s employees. One participant described this
sentiment as follows:

“I feel like they have their blinkers on when it comes to this, and
I feel like it is always in the ‘too hard basket.’ Which is ironic,
because MSF has never accepted a mission to be in the ‘too hard
basket.’ They are without borders [emphasis added]! Don’t tell
them they can’t go there, because they’re going to go! And I think:

‘why wouldn’t you want to go here?”’ (F, 7 years’ experience in
office and field).

In sum, idealistic activists were concerned with the
organization not taking any stance on sexual orientation
issues, which they found frustrating and disappointing. In
making this claim, they referred to the organizational boundary
of care, which should also include taking care of all employees,
as well as to their fundamental human right to be who they were.
They understood that the organization was in a difficult position
in this respect, but believed that nevertheless changes could and
should be made.

Taken together, in this section, we saw how participants spoke
in different ways of how important their sexual identity was to
them, and how much they perceived to be able to be authentic
in the field. Participants’ stories highlight the importance of
individual-level differences in sexual identity management when
trying to understand differences in perceived authenticity within
the workplace. Through this inductively constructed typology, we
received further insights into what could potentially contribute to
variations in perceived authenticity.

DISCUSSION

Contributions
This study had two aims. First, it mapped LG humanitarian
aid workers’ experience how their sexual orientation plays a
role in their daily work, both in an office and a field setting.
Second, it identified organizational factors that may play a
role in the perceptions of workplace inclusion among this
vulnerable minority group. As a result, this study makes four
main contributions.

First, our findings corroborate previous research on sexual
minorities’ workplace experiences. Participants experienced
themselves, or witnessed someone else, being targeted by jokes,
derogatory comments, or other types of micro-aggressions (Sue,
2010). This is in line with the well-established finding that
SGM-employees still face subtle and not-so-subtle forms of
discrimination in the workplace (e.g., Griffith and Hebl, 2002;
Ozeren, 2014; McFadden, 2015). Accordingly, they treat the
disclosure dilemma with caution, especially when in the field
(e.g., Ragins and Cornwell, 2001; Griffith and Hebl, 2002; Clair
et al., 2005; Ragins et al., 2007).

Second, we extend current research on workplace experiences
of sexual minority employees by comparing an office to a
field setting, thereby revealing an additional range of issues
faced by this vulnerable group. Firstly, our data reveal that
disclosure of sexual identity is highly dependent on the context
of work. Whereas all participants chose to be open about their
sexuality in the office, the opposite was true for the field.
There, participants unanimously went back into the closet.
Nevertheless, even within different field settings, participants
mentioned different degrees to which they considered disclosure
as possible, thereby further illustrating its high context-
dependency. Secondly, team dynamics may be vital to the
outcome of a mission. As disrupting these by disclosing one’s

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 February 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 32082

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-00320 February 25, 2019 Time: 16:26 # 12

Rengers et al. Workplace Inclusion of Sexual Minorities

sexuality might lead to a breach of trust within the team, the
importance of the disclosure dilemma increased considerably
in the field. Thirdly, our findings also shed light on how
LG workers manage their sexual identity to people outside
of the organization. When they were in the field, deciding
strategically how they would portray their sexuality (cf. Orne,
2011), became even more vital than in the office. This may not
only affect the individual, but also their team and the organization
at large, for example by affecting safety or organizational
legitimacy. This issue is particularly prominent given the
importance of family as a discussion topic within most of MSF’s
project countries.

Third, our findings also suggest extending the notion of an
individual disclosure dilemma to that of a shared disclosure
dilemma. Under specific conditions, the organization (here MSF)
may have an interest in not enabling SGM-employees to disclose,
thereby thwarting their opportunity to satisfy their need for
authenticity. This is most likely in situations where disclosure
might endanger the safety of specific LG employees, but also for
MSF as a whole. Similarly, fellow international staff members in
the field may also be stakeholders in this dilemma. For example,
team dynamics may change once someone reveals their sexuality
within the team, with potentially detrimental effects on fellow
staff ’s ability to do their job well. Whereas the disclosure dilemma
is usually presented as an individual dilemma (e.g., Griffith and
Hebl, 2002), we found that multiple parties may be involved in
and affected by this dilemma.

Fourth, participants experienced workplace inclusion
differently depending on the focal organizational setting. We
encountered considerable variation in the extent to which
their need for authenticity was satisfied in either office or
field. Simultaneously, we found little variation in the extent
to which their need for belonging was satisfied, as this was
almost constantly fulfilled, in both office and field. Satisfaction
of one’s need for belonging was only slightly hampered by
limited organizational tenure. Similarly, we found an inability
to talk about one’s personal life in the field to also inhibit
complete satisfaction of the need for belonging. This, in turn,
strained satisfying one’s need for authenticity and perceived
workplace inclusion.

It has been hypothesized that human beings seek to optimize
satisfaction of both needs for belonging and authenticity, leading
to “optimal” inclusion (Shore et al., 2011; Jansen et al., 2014)
or optimal distinctiveness (e.g., Brewer, 1991) within their social
groups. Our findings suggest the possibility that if one of these
two fundamental human needs is largely satisfied, there might
be a sort of trade-off, whereby lower satisfaction of the other
need may be compensated. In our study, decreased satisfaction
of the need for authenticity was relatively acceptable for our
participants, given that they received a surplus on the satisfaction
of their need for belonging. This finding may point to a gap in the
current definition of inclusion: by focusing on a minority group
possessing a concealable characteristic, we can see the relative
importance of fulfilling the need for authenticity, compared to
the need for belonging. This raises new questions: is the construct
of inclusion currently well defined, in its assumption that both
needs for authenticity and belonging are equally important, or

may the relative importance of one need trump the other under
certain circumstances?

Implications
The second aim of our paper was to deduce the organizational
factors that may play a role in the perceptions of workplace
inclusion among LG humanitarian aid workers. We expected
colleagues’, supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors, organizational
inclusiveness practices and the disclosure dilemma to play a role in
perceptions of inclusion (see Shore et al., 2011). We suggest two
main implications: First, the abovementioned organization-level
characteristics can, to a certain extent, account for variations in
perceived workplace inclusion of LG humanitarian aid workers.
However, second, in order to account for between-participant
differences in perceived authenticity, we propose to also consider
individual-level characteristics.

Firstly, we found colleagues’ attitudes and behaviors to be
strongly related to perceptions of workplace inclusion among
LG humanitarian aid workers. All participants felt welcomed
and encouraged to be authentic by their co-workers within the
office. Participants valued being able to share their experiences
and to be open about their sexuality. This was pivotal, given
the considerable contrast with the field, where, attitudes and
behaviors of national staff and beneficiaries were far more
negative. Therefore, participants were especially happy to witness
the openness in the office. However, openness toward SGM-
employees also showed a Janus face (cf. Cramwinckel et al.,
2018). Even though co-workers generally reacted neutrally to
positively when participants spoke of their sexual identity, and
were supportive and understanding of their position, participants
still faced subtle forms of discrimination, for example through
being targeted by jokes and other micro-aggressions (Sue, 2010).

Secondly, supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors also affected
perceived workplace inclusion. Within the office, these were
generally considered neutral or positive; in the field, the
mission understandably strained inclusion perceptions. Almost
all participants therefore raised concerns about MSF’s training
programs, as the organization is currently not equipping
neither employees nor supervisors with the appropriate tools
to deal with the presence of sexual minority staff in the
field. Participants suggested that trainings could be offered, to
raise awareness and understanding of sexual orientation issues
(cf. Griffith and Hebl, 2002).

Thirdly, participants assessed MSF’s current organizational
inclusiveness practices toward sexual minorities to be non-
existent. Despite the organization’s extensive and careful efforts
to establish an impeccable security framework, sexual minority
issues are currently not covered. Including sexual minorities
in this framework, as is the case for women and people
of certain religions and nationalities, could be a first step
toward more SGM-inclusiveness, by ensuring equal treatment to
other vulnerable minority groups. Alternatively, extending the
perspective of the authentic realists, we could see another role
for the organization: MSF could also offer support by focusing
on the vulnerable group itself, e.g., by teaching SGM-employees
coping strategies on how to deal with lower fulfillment of their
authenticity need when they are in the field.
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At least within the office, it seems that these three
organization-level characteristics could somewhat facilitate the
disclosure dilemma for LG humanitarian aid workers. In the field,
however, it is an entirely different story, because the organization
cannot do much, and has to maneuver within specific legal and
cultural frameworks. Participants understood this issue very well.
Most participants therefore saw challenges for the organization,
for example in finding feasible ways, given these constraints, to
facilitate the disclosure dilemma, and thereby contributing to
increased workplace inclusion of sexual minority employees.

Research may benefit from including more fine-grained
individual-level factors in studying workplace inclusion.
The interplay between individual-level and organization-
level elements may provide an especially fruitful focus (cf.
Clair et al., 2005; Wax et al., 2018). Several individual-level
characteristics turned out to be more strongly associated
with perceived authenticity and workplace inclusion than
organization-level characteristics. In this, we distinguish
individual-level characteristics that accounted for variation in
perceived authenticity. Firstly, as ‘conscious first missioners’
experienced control over whether to disclose their sexuality
when in the field, they did not perceive their need for

authenticity as heavily compromised. These participants
may have perceived a degree of autonomy in the disclosure
dilemma, which was absent for participants categorized into
the other two groups. Secondly, although ‘authentic realists’
did not experience autonomy in the disclosure dilemma, they
did not see their need for authenticity as heavily compromised,
which was related to two components. They demonstrated
a strong adherence to the organizational mission, as well as
voiced that their sexual identity was a less central part of their
identity. Thirdly, ‘idealistic activists’ also did not experience
autonomy in the disclosure dilemma, but they did perceive
their need for authenticity as compromised. We related this
to two other individual-level components, namely the belief
that sexual orientation issues have to be discussed within the
organization, because of the strong contextual dependency of self-
disclosure in the field, and the relative importance of their sexual
identity to the self.

Figure 1 presents an update to Shore et al. (2011) conceptual
model, integrating findings from this study. It adds three
elements, reflecting the particular context of our case study:
individual-level characteristics, the disclosure dilemma,
and the focal organizational setting (i.e., office vs. field).

FIGURE 1 | Updated conceptual model, integrating heavily simplified elements from the Shore et al. (2011) model with the findings presented in our manuscript.
Specifically, the elements we add to represent the particular context of our case study (represented in blue), are: (1) The individual-level characteristics which we
found to play a role in lesbian and gay humanitarian aid workers’ perceptions of workplace inclusion: (a) Degree of autonomy (i.e., perceived control over the decision
to disclose or not, for conscious first-missioners). (b) Adherence to the overarching organizational mission (i.e., the extent to which the LG aid worker is willing to put
the organizational mission before everything else, for authentic realists). (c) Contextual sexual identity salience (i.e., the extent to which the LG aid worker finds their
sexuality to be a salient part of their identity in the workplace, which is strongly contextually dependent, for idealistic activists). (2) The disclosure dilemma, to account
for the particular workplace experiences of those possessing an invisible stigma (e.g., sexual minorities). This may either be an individual dilemma, as proposed by
extant research literature, or a shared dilemma, a notion for which we found some preliminary indications. (3) The distinction of office versus field context, strongly
impacting the salience and importance of each of the contextual characteristics.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 February 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 32084

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-00320 February 25, 2019 Time: 16:26 # 14

Rengers et al. Workplace Inclusion of Sexual Minorities

Additionally, Table 1 presents our findings, delineating
the three inductively constructed groups, the defining
individual-level characteristics, and each participant’s perceived
satisfaction of the needs for authenticity and belonging, based
on the interviews.

Strengths and Limitations
This study drew upon current social and organizational
psychological understanding of workplace inclusion to build its
theoretical framework, which we complemented with insights
from literature on workplace experiences of SGM-employees.
Our findings underline the usefulness of this framework by
showing how organization-level characteristics can play a role in
LGs’ perceptions of workplace inclusion. Importantly, however,
it seems that the framework should be further refined, to
be able to investigate non-office work settings more carefully,
and to enhance its applicability to the lived realities of
invisible stigmatized minority groups. We were able to reach
a richness within our data due to our chosen method of
participant recruitment. In line with our maximum variation
sampling strategy, we were able to find commonalities as
well as differences among our participants, thereby reaching a
satisfactory level of data saturation (see e.g. Hennink et al., 2011).
These commonalities and differences formed the basis for our
conceptual analyses, providing us with new insights into the
central topics of this study. Furthermore, we recruited people
through the gatekeeper strategy, thereby guaranteeing a certain
degree of self-selection. This, then, translated into interviewing
participants who were willing to share insightful stories about
their personal experiences.

Simultaneously, this self-selection procedure, might have
created a considerable amount of bias, and, thus, be considered
a limitation of the study. Perhaps the employees who participated
in our study were the ones who are particularly interested in
sharing their stories, thereby making it possible that we did
not get to speak with the less vocal segment of MSF’s SGM-
employees. Similarly, a segment of MSF’s SGM-population may
not have been able to live with a lowered satisfaction of their need
for authenticity, and therefore decided to switch to another job.
Subsequently, we were not able to collect insights into the factors
leading to turnover decisions. Another limitation is that our
sample only consisted of LG humanitarian aid workers. Given
the particular issues faced by bisexual populations (e.g., lowered
mental and emotional wellbeing, and social support compared
to LGs; Arena and Jones, 2017), and transgendered people (e.g.,
more severe employment discrimination and unique challenges
in identity management; Connell, 2010), it may be very likely that
their experiences differ from the ones described here.

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on the findings we present here, we suggest several
fruitful avenues for future research: Two of a theoretical, one
of a methodological, and two of a practical nature. A first
theoretical idea hinges on our finding of the possible existence of
a shared disclosure dilemma, rather than the commonly assumed

individual dilemma (e.g., Griffith and Hebl, 2002). For example,
future studies could explore the interests and viewpoints of the
multiple stakeholders involved in the disclosure dilemma, the
particular contexts in which such a shared dilemma may emerge,
and what consequences may arise out of such ‘conflicts of interest,’
for individual and organization alike.

A second theoretical idea relies on the possibility of a
buffering effect among the needs that combine to conceptualize
workplace inclusion, for example by looking into how applicable
the current conceptualization is for those people who have the
option to conceal a characteristic (e.g., religion, educational
background, political orientation) that distinguishes them from
the majority. How does (lack of) satisfaction of their need for
authenticity affect their perceived inclusion? Furthermore, in this
particular case study, the organization was lauded by its ability to
nurture perceptions of belonging, thereby somewhat ‘lessening
the blow’ of lowered fulfillment of their need for authenticity.
Do SGM-employees and fellow ‘invisible’ minorities in other
sectors also experience that their need for authenticity needs
to be compromised in their daily work, but that fulfillment of
their belonging need may have a buffering function, or vice
versa? What role does identity centrality play in the decision to
disclose an invisible identity, and how does it affect perceived
workplace inclusion?

Addressing these questions may lead to uncovering the
conditions under which a sexual minority employee’s different
social identities become salient in a particular setting. For
example, findings of our case study indicate the importance of an
overarching organizational goal, which made employees subsume
their personal need for authenticity under the organizational
needs, especially in the field.

With regard to methods, our study calls for replication in
other contexts. It might be possible that humanitarian aid work,
with its high volatility, stress-inducing workload, and extreme
ability to foster a strong sense of belonging, may be a very special
organizational setting, leading to the findings we presented here.
Additionally, there is a strong self-selection in this type of
profession; as several participants mentioned, you have to be a
certain kind of individual to be willing to live under these very
special circumstances. This may have influenced our findings.
Therefore, future research would do well to investigate these
components of workplace inclusion within other organizations,
in particular those with a strong mission element and the aim to
help or save others, such as the ICRC, the military, volunteering,
or faith-based organizations.

Thirdly, two more practical areas deserve attention. As the
office setting of our study is situated in Amsterdam, we were not
surprised to hear that, compared to other countries, participants
felt they could be open about their sexual identity, hinging on
the image of Amsterdam, and the Netherlands at large, to be
tolerant and open toward SGM. Nevertheless, we also found
boundaries to this openness: participants indicated to still be
the subject of, or having witnessed someone else being the
subject of, derogatory jokes and remarks toward SGM. We need
to disentangle the mechanisms through which this ‘bounded
tolerance’ (see also Buijs et al., 2011) strains SGM-employees,
how negative consequences can be overcome, and how this can
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be addressed among heterosexual workers. Relatedly, we only
considered the viewpoints of LG employees. A truly inclusive
work environment also needs to take into consideration the
viewpoints of the majority group (i.e., heterosexuals) (cf. Shore
et al., 2011; Otten and Jansen, 2015), and of other SGM, namely
bisexuals’, and transgender individuals’.

CONCLUSION

We found similarities as well as differences among sexual
minority humanitarian aid workers, for example with regard
to how they assess the disclosure dilemma, and with regard to
their perceived workplace inclusion. This suggests that, even if
a fundamental human need cannot be satisfied within a given
organizational environment, sexual minority employees might
continue to enjoy working for their organization, because of a
deep love and great passion for their job, and for fulfilling an
overarching organizational mission. There are ways in which
they can make meaningful contributions, both within and
beyond their organizational boundaries, even though it may
be more difficult to fulfill their need for authenticity within
the workplace, compared to members of the majority group.
One way to better understand the mechanisms that perpetuate
existing organizational arrangements maintaining workplace
inequality of vulnerable groups, such as sexual minorities, is to
do in-depth research on workplace inclusion from the targets’
own perspectives.
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Identity construction – the process of creating and building a new future self – is an
integral part of a person’s professional career development. However, at present we
have little understanding of the psychological mechanisms that underpin this process.
Likewise, we have little understanding of the barriers that obstruct it, and which thus
may contribute to inequality in career outcomes. Using a social identity lens, and
particularly the Social Identity Model of Identity Change (SIMIC), we explore the process
of academic identity construction among doctoral students. Through thematic analysis
of semi-structured interviews with 22 Ph.D. candidates, we observe that the identity
construction process relies on a person’s perception of a navigable pathway between
their current self and their future self. Importantly, participants who were able to access
multiple identity resources were more likely to perceive a navigable pathway to a
future professional self (e.g., as an academic), unless they perceived these identities
to be incompatible with those held by leading members of the profession (e.g., their
supervisors). This research suggests that the identities that people are able to access
as they progress in their careers may play an important role in their ongoing professional
identity construction and career success.

Keywords: social identity, identity construction, professions, academia, education

INTRODUCTION

Seeing a successful woman that still has her identity as part of her persona in research. It’s something that
I haven’t seen, and it frightens me. Frightens me to be two persons. That’s not the way it should be.

Female Ph.D. candidate, Engineering

Career pathways can be seen as a progression of role changes: who one was in the
past; who one is now; and most importantly, who one will become in the future (Obodaru,
2012). From this perspective, it is clear that careers are characterized by the ongoing
relinquishment of old identities (who one was) and construction of new ones (who one
is going to be). This process of identity construction is far from simple because it not
only involves the acquisition of observable knowledge and skills (the “content” of a job
role), but also the internalization of a range of (often implicit) behaviors, values and
understandings that are embedded within the future identity (Katz and Kahn, 1978; Ibarra,
1999; Dukerich, 2001). For this reason, this process of future self-construction may have less
to do with pragmatic “doing” concerns, and more to do with an experiential sense of who one
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wants to be, or more importantly, who one thinks one is able to
become (Ibarra and Barbulescu, 2010).

There is evidence that people’s ability to construct a future
professional identity matters. Specifically, people who have a
clear sense of their future professional identity report higher
levels of career motivation and proactive career behavior (Markus
and Nurius, 1986; Ibarra, 1999). All else being equal, then,
people’s professional identity construction is likely to be an
important factor in their career outcomes. And by implication,
barriers to professional identity construction may account for
unequal career outcomes. The quote above from a female
engineering candidate vividly illustrates a break-down in the
identity construction process, as she describes the seemingly
irreconcilable nature of who she thinks she is and who she
believes she must become in order to succeed. In particular, she
claims that if she is to succeed she needs to shed her identity
as a woman. Understanding how these fissures contribute to
what has become known as the leaky pipeline (White, 2004;
Clark Blickenstaff, 2005) may provide a new dimension to
understanding workplace inequality.

In this paper, we aim to explore people’s experiences of
professional identity construction in order to better understand
the factors that may facilitate or hinder it. We focus particularly
on the importance of multiple social identities in the identity
construction process. There are two reasons for this. First, a
growing body of work on the social identity model of identity
change (SIMIC; Iyer et al., 2009; Jetten and Pachana, 2012)
has shown that people who are able to access multiple social
identities are better able to cope with a range of life transitions.
We ask whether the same social identity processes that underpin
lived experiences of identity transition also underpin the
yet-to-be-lived process of future identity construction. Second,
there is evidence that people’s perceptions of incompatibility
between their social identities (e.g., relating to gender or race) and
those that characterize prototypical members of the profession
can reduce their sense that the career path is feasible and
undermine their motivation to pursue it (e.g., Cheryan and Plaut,
2010; Peters et al., 2015). We will now review the literature that
speaks to the role of social identity in identity change and its
potential relevance to identity construction.

Multiple Identities and Identity
Construction
The evolution of a person’s career is a process that involves
identity transition, whether in the course of the educational
journey, job promotion, or in the process of moving from one
professional domain to another (noting that the average person
changes career five times in their life time; Barrett, 2017). Each
time a person transitions from one role to another this requires
a re-construction of the self – I was a waiter but I am now
a restaurant manager, I was a nurse but I am now a doctor,
I was a student but I am now an academic. So how does this
identity construction process happen, and what are the barriers
to its success?

In exploring questions of identity in the workplace,
researchers have taken a wide range of approaches, from

examining the sense of self a person derives from who they are as
an individual with unique capabilities, to that which they derive
from their relationships at work or their membership of some
larger collective, like a work team or organization (see Miscenko
and Day, 2016, for a detailed review). However, regardless of
the level at which the identity has been construed, the majority
of this work has focused on static identity processes rather than
dynamic ones associated with identity change, transition and
construction (Ashforth et al., 2008). There are some exceptions
to this rule, including some work on relational identification
(Sluss and Ashforth, 2008), role modeling (Kelman, 1961) and
possible identities (e.g., Ibarra, 1999). Although these exceptions
have generated some useful insights, in this paper we take a
different approach. In particular, we focus specifically on the
role of people’s multiple social identities in identity construction
because a growing body of work has revealed that how a person
responds to change is affected by their ability to access these
social identity resources.

This work into the SIMIC (Iyer et al., 2009) was developed
out of the social identity perspective. Originating from the
work of Henri Tajfel, this perspective describes how a person’s
sense of themselves – their self-concept – can be informed
and strengthened through identifications with others (Tajfel and
Turner, 1979), and argues that this process of identification
is structured through a sense of shared group membership.
Self-categorization theory, a socio-cognitive account of the
mechanics of social identity salience and social identification,
describes how a person’s selfhood is in fact continually
constructed and reconstructed according to the context in which
they find themselves (Turner et al., 1987; Oakes and Haslam,
1994). These constructions of the self-occur as people navigate
their daily lives. For example, a mother dropping her child at
kindergarten will likely define herself differently in that instance
to the way that she defines herself 30 min later when she enters her
law office to begin her day’s work. These changing self-definitions
have a direct impact on how people think, feel and behave
(Turner, 1982; Turner et al., 1994). In the years since Tajfel’s
and Turner’s initial exposition of social identity theory, a wealth
of research has explored not only the contextual mechanics of
identification, but also the importance of positive identification
for healthy functioning and motivation in a broad range of
domains (Jolanda et al., 2009; Jetten et al., 2012, 2015, 2017;
Greenaway et al., 2015; Bentley et al., 2017; Haslam et al., 2018).

But of particular importance for identity construction, social
identity research has been extended to the SIMIC model to
speak to the way in which the groups that people belong to
can also predict positive outcomes when undergoing identity
transitions (Haslam et al., 2008; Haslam and Ellemers, 2011;
Best et al., 2014; Dingle et al., 2015). The SIMIC describes how
people who are able to access more identity resources in the
form of multiple social groups are better able to navigate identity
changing events like parenthood, education, illness, or retirement
(Iyer et al., 2009; Jetten and Pachana, 2012; Steffens et al., 2016;
Tabuteau-Harrison et al., 2016; Praharso et al., 2017; Ng et al.,
2018). Two reasons have been advanced for why having multiple
identities can facilitate the change process (Jetten et al., 2009).
The first is that having multiple identities increases the likelihood
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that some identities will be maintained over the course of the
change, thereby providing a sense of identity continuity. The
second is that having multiple identities – by virtue of providing
people with a lived experience of the rich dimensionality of one’s
sense of self – provides a stronger and broader platform for the
development of new social identities.

Although the phenomenon of identity construction differs
from the kinds of transitions that the SIMIC has thus far been
applied to (i.e., a lived experience of identity change, such as
parenthood, retirement or illness, rather than a yet to-be-lived
identity change possibility) there is reason for thinking that it
may matter for identity construction too. In particular, if multiple
groups can facilitate a sense of continuity from the past to the
present, they may also act as a bridge to the future. And if
these groups help people to develop new identities they may also
facilitate the identity construction process. For instance, it may be
that people’s ability to access multiple identities (e.g., as a scientist,
supervisor, mentor, analyst, team member) in the context of their
profession – both in terms of the number of groups that they
belong to and the number of ways they can understand who
they are and what they do – affects the ease with which they are
able to construct a future identity (e.g., as organizational leader).
However, as we discuss next, it is possible that not all identities
are equally able to facilitate identity construction.

Barriers to Identity Construction
The SIMIC argues that people are better able to successfully
navigate change if they have multiple identity resources
(providing a person with access to a range of support and
self-definitions) and these provide some bridging continuity
into the future (Haslam et al., 2019). Importantly, bridging
continuity can relate to the compatibility between pre-transition
and post-transition identities, which can manifest in terms of
perceived similarity. As suggested in the quote at the beginning
of this piece, one important basis for this perceived similarity
and continuity are demographic characteristics like ethnicity,
gender, politics, cultural background, or shared values (Platow
and van Knippenberg, 2001; Steffens et al., 2013). That is, it was
this students’ tendency to see herself as a woman that interfered
with her ability to see herself as getting ahead in her profession
because she believed that the women who had achieved this
professional outcome had only done so by shedding her gender
identity. Further evidence for this possibility comes from research
demonstrating how people’s social identities play an important
role in their role modeling of leading members of a profession
(Morgenroth et al., 2015). For instance, there is evidence that
women who identify highly with their gender are particularly
likely to have female role models (Lockwood, 2006) and that
people generally find high-achieving “elite” individuals, with
whom they share few identities, demotivating (Hoyt, 2013).

Data would suggest that inequalities – or perceived
incompatibilities – amongst socio-demographic group
categorizations are still significantly impacting professional
outcomes. And today, researchers continue to struggle when
tackling issues of minority group access to majority group roles,
such as a lack of women in STEM subjects, or a dearth of female
CEOs within the tech industries (Wright et al., 1997; Oakley,

2000; Bosma et al., 2011; Cheryan et al., 2011; Stout et al., 2011).
This suggests that we have yet to locate all the leaks in the career
pipeline. An understanding of the psychological underpinnings
of the identity construction process (and in particular, the role
of multiple, compatible identities) may shed light on these early
fissures and suggest new interventions for addressing continued
unequal outcomes.

The Study Context
We explore the role of multiple identities in identity construction
among Ph.D. candidates. The pinnacle of the educational
journey, the receipt of a Doctor of Philosophy degree represents
the last stages in educational achievement, in which a candidate
works with one or two principal advisors to create a body of work
that represents their own significant and novel contribution to
knowledge. Looking at identity construction within the academic
post-doctoral process provides an ideal domain from which to
explore these questions. In a relatively short period of time Ph.D.
candidates are required to shift their identity from student to
academic, from apprentice to master, and ultimately to construct
their own bespoke academic identity upon which their future
career depends. And this stage in the education journey is one of
the least structured, relying almost exclusively on the relationship
between the candidate and their advisory team.

To add further complexity to the process, in recent years, the
nature of the doctoral training process has become somewhat
contentious. An exponential increase in numbers of candidates
being awarded Ph.D.s, and a decrease in the number of academic
positions for which they trained means that the process of identity
construction for Ph.D. candidates has become increasingly
problematic (Larson et al., 2014). And while the increasing
globalization and diversity of the student body is arguably a sign
that more options have become available to more students, the
lack of opportunities suggests that in reality academic career
pathways are becoming more competitive, less certain, and
ultimately less available (Warner and Palfreyman, 2001; Hermans
and Dimaggio, 2007; Banks, 2008). For instance, while the last
two decades have seen an exponential growth in Ph.D.s being
awarded globally, in some countries as few as 5% of Ph.D.
recipients will progress into a career in academia (Mangematin,
2000; Economist, 2010). Troublingly, there is evidence that
women and other underrepresented groups are less likely to
negotiate this transition than the members of dominant groups.
Anders (2004) for instance, demonstrates how women self-
select out of professional academic pathways due to concerns
over their ability to successfully manage both academic and
parenting identities. And Hill et al. (1999) discuss how identity
disconnections within the mentoring process can be a significant
contributing factor when it comes to the lack of ethnic minorities
in academia.

Together, these factors mean that issues of identity
construction – who do you want to be? – as well as
identity uncertainty – but who can you really become?
(Warner and Palfreyman, 2001; Banks, 2008) are likely to be
highly salient for Ph.D. students. In line with the rationale set
out above, in this research we investigated the mechanisms of
professional identity construction within the Ph.D. training
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process through the lens of the SIMIC model. Given our interest
in the identity construction process, and particularly how a
professional identity can be constructed or obstructed, we
focused on a demographically varied group of students, and
especially those who were underrepresented in terms of gender,
age, ethnicity, and stage of candidature. We used qualitative
thematic analysis of semi-structured interview data to explore
candidates’ narratives of identity and identity construction.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample
Twenty-two participants (2 men, 20 women) were interviewed,
all individually. This data was collected as part of a larger
study into Ph.D. experiences that also included interviews with
Ph.D. supervisors (n = 34). Our present analysis focused only
on data from students because, having successfully navigated
the academic career path, supervisors are poorly positioned to
provide insight into identity construction failure. Participants
were recruited from a range of disciplines at the same Australian
university via the university’s monthly e-newsletter which is
distributed to all students. The sample was diverse in terms of
discipline and stage of study, but included a disproportionate
number of women (91% compared to 52% of the Ph.D.
population at the university). Purposive diversity sampling was
used in the second round of recruitment in an attempt to
achieve a more balanced gender distribution but with very
limited success. There are likely to be a range of reasons for this
(many of which are germane to the issues that the research was
exploring), and this is an issue we return to in the Discussion.
The study received ethical approval from the university’s School
of Psychology ethics committee.

Procedure
The semi-structured interview questions were devised by the
research team to explore Ph.D. experiences broadly, and were
informed by the literature on role modeling and social identity in
social and organizational contexts (e.g., see Ellemers et al., 1999;
Haslam and Ellemers, 2011). Interview questions were piloted
by volunteer students in the department in order to hone the
questions and to provide an opportunity for the research team to
practice conducting interviews (see Appendix). Interviews were
undertaken by four research students under the direction of the
first two authors, and were conducted at the university in various
meeting rooms, according to the location of the interviewee. The
interviewers received extensive training and feedback with the
interview protocol before they conducted their interviews and the
authors conducted quality control throughout. We did not detect
any substantive differences in the kind of data that were generated
by the interviews on the basis of our reading of the transcripts and
listening to the audio-recordings. Interviews lasted on average
50 min and were recorded, and then transcribed. The study was
described to potential interviewees as an investigation into the
Ph.D. student–supervisor relationship.

Amongst other things, the interview schedule was designed
to elicit (a) interviewees’ perspectives on their own identities

in the context of their Ph.D., (b) their thoughts on the proto-
typicality of their chosen identity within the academic context,
(c) the compatibility of that identity with other identities, and (d)
their supervisor’s identity.

Interviews were transcribed using indicators for
conversational tempo and emphasis. To increase the clarity
of our exposition, we omit these indicators from the quotes
presented in text, but they are available to the interested reader
in the supplement. Our analysis followed the guidelines for
thematic analysis detailed by Braun and Clarke (2006). First,
the transcribed interviews were read by the first and second
authors, who used a deductive perspective to identify themes
that related to identity construction. The second wave of analysis
deployed an inductive stance to investigate factors related to
the processes under investigation in a more exploratory way.
This involved close re-readings of the transcripts and attempts
to capture all relevant themes. Once complete, the authors
collaborated to distil the initial large thematic output into fitting
categories or “headlines” (e.g., as recommended by Braun and
Clarke, 2013; Haslam and McGarty, 2014). Once this stage was
complete, the transcripts were re-read to ensure the summary
results that emerged from this process were faithful to the
original data.

RESULTS

Sample Overview
The 22 participants came from a broad cross-section of
disciplines, ranging from engineering to public health to
anthropology, and covered all stages of the Ph.D. process
from Year 1 through to Year 31. In Australia, Ph.D. students
have minimal coursework requirements, and are expected to
complete their Ph.D. within 3 years. The vast majority (91%)
of interviewees were women, and 50% were domestic students.
Their supervisory teams ranged in number from 1 to 4 members,
and the preponderance of supervisors were male. Full descriptive
data are presented in Table 1.

Ph.D. Students’ Identity Resources
We observed a great deal of variation in candidates’ responses
to the questions of how they described their profession to
others, and what other terms were appropriate for describing
what they do. This variation is presented in Table 2, along
with candidates’ responses to the question of whether they
considered their Ph.D. to be an apprenticeship or a job. Generally,
we found that the Ph.D. candidates could be distinguished
according to whether or not they were able to access multiple
identities, and whether these identities related to academia (e.g.,
student, researcher, scientist) or other vocations (e.g., engineer,
clinician, physiotherapist). Importantly, there was evidence that
multiple identities – especially when these mapped onto multiple
domains – were associated with a clearer sense that the Ph.D.
provided a pathway to a future profession. As we will discuss

1We found no evidence that the emergent themes had any relationship to the year
of Ph.D.
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TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Interviewee Discipline Ph.D.
year

Gender Domestic/
International

Sup.
team

1 Engineering 2 F I M, M, M

2 Speech
Pathology

2 F D F

3 Human
Geography

3 F I M, F, M

4 Fisheries 2 F D M, M, M

5 Environmental
Management

3 F D M, M, M

6 Public health 3 F I F, M, M

7 Communication 3 F I F, M

8 Pharmacy 2 F D F, M, F, F

9 Civil
engineering

1 M I M

10 Civil
engineering

1 M I M, M, M, M

11 Chemical
engineering

2 F D M, M, M

12 Physiotherapy 3 F I F, M

13 Chemical
engineering

1 F D F, M, M

14 Occupational
therapy

2 F D F, F

15 Medicine 1 F I M, M, M

16 Education 3 F D M, ?

17 Humanities and
social science

3 F I F, F, M

18 Anthropology 2 F D M, M, M

19 Physics 3 F D M, F, M

20 Engineering 1 F I M, F, F

21 Medicine 2 F D F, F

22 Veterinary
Science

3 F D M, F, F

in more detail below, Ph.D. candidates who relied on a single
academic identity expressed more confusion and frustration
about who they were and where they were headed than candidates
who reported multiple, mixed identities. Revealingly, the former
group of candidates were more likely to consider their Ph.D.
to be an apprenticeship, which is both more limited (with one
professional outcome) and less agentic (serving under a master)
than a job.

Single Identities
For those candidates who only reported a single Ph.D. student
identity, there was often frustration associated with that identity
category. This was articulated in terms of the inadequacy of the
title “Ph.D. Student” in representing the day-to-day reality of the
role, whether in terms of seniority or job clarity. For example, I11
[F, Chemical engineering], described the unsatisfactory nature of
the very word student when trying to describe her role:

I11: Actually, not really because I can’t find a really good
expression – because you know, when I say Ph.D. student,
student means a person who has courses but I’m a . . . research

student. It seems that there is a, there is a lack of word or
expression. I can’t say Ph.D. I can’t say I’m an RHD student
because most of the people, they don’t know RHD and RHD
doesn’t have a very prestigious weighting. On the other hand, um
student it means, it seems to me undergraduate. So no, I think
it’s not the best way.

While in most cases single identities fell in the academic
domain, there was one student whose only identity was
vocational. Speaking to the particular challenges of a single
identity as Ph.D. student, this candidate did not express the same
level of identity frustration. For her, the Ph.D. process provided a
direct pathway to her future self:

I04: I think to get where I want to be career wise I can’t not have
a Ph.D., but I also think it’s just a good experience to do that
whole project and have that ownership of the project as well.

Multiple Identities
Many candidates reported having multiple identities. Some
referred to themselves using a variety of academic identities, and
others used a mixture of academic identities as well as applied
vocational identities. The articulation of multiple identities often
manifested in candidates’ discussions of how they dealt with
the uncertainties of being a Ph.D. student, and they tended to
describe how these multiple identity resources buffered them
against the difficulties associated with this uncertainty. A female
Ph.D. candidate working in Speech Pathology described her own
contextual understanding of her identities in this way:

I02: Like if I am meeting someone that I haven’t seen them for a
quite some time, and if they ask me what I am doing these days,
then I would say I am working clinically part time and also doing
some post graduate study . . . and then the conversation would
kind of progress.

Ph.D. candidates who had access to multiple identities from
academic and vocational domains had a much stronger and more
positive sense of how their Ph.D. identity was contributing to
their chosen career pathway. These candidates generally reported
on the functional and complementary nature of the Ph.D.
identity. A female medical student, for instance, who came into
her Ph.D. after a period of working in an applied physiotherapy
setting, described how the inclusion of a Ph.D. identity had served
to strengthen her original therapist identity:

I21: I don’t think my Ph.D. has like interrupted that at all and
in fact I think it strengthened me in my identity as a physio
because it’s enabled me to engage like directly with the core of the
profession, which is like finding out more and problem solving
and doing, and having an impact.

However, even for Ph.D. candidates whose multiple identities
were all in the academic domain there was evidence of more
personal agency, as well as a clearer sense of professional career
development. This is revealed by the fact that five out of the
six candidates who defined themselves with multiple academic
identities described their Ph.D. as a job, as did ten of the eleven
who defined themselves as having multiple mixed identities. This

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 March 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 62893

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-00628 March 23, 2019 Time: 17:22 # 6

Bentley et al. Construction at Work

TABLE 2 | Identity availability, content and Ph.D. status as job or apprenticeship.

Identity availability “What do you call yourself when meeting new
people. . .”

“Is your Ph.D. a job or an apprenticeship?”

Single student identity Student Apprenticeship

Ph.D. student Apprenticeship in a psychological sense, but job in a
regimen sense

Ph.D. student Both apprenticeship in terms of learning about publishing,
but a job also

Student It’s a provisional driving license

Single career identity Marine scientist Job and research question

Multiple academic identities Statistician, data scientist, data analyst Learning and training

Student, numerical researcher Apprenticeship

Researcher, academic, Ph.D. student Job, apprenticeship and answering research question

Scientist, Ph.D. student Answering a specific research question. . . becoming a
master of something not just an apprentice

Student, research scholar Job

Ph.D. student, academic researcher, hybrid career More than a job because I am so invested in the outcome

Multiple academic and career identities Speech pathologist, Ph.D. student, researcher You do kind of have to think of a Ph.D. as a job

Pharmacist, Health economist Apprenticeship (to become health economist)

Civil engineer, lecturer, Ph.D. researcher Job

Ph.D. student, scientist, physicist Job

Clinician, researcher, tutor Job

Occupational therapist, Ph.D. student I see it as a job

Teacher, student, academic, researcher Unpaid job (in order to get to an academic career)

Research manager, anthropologist Job

Ph.D. student, lecturer, engineer Job

Physiotherapist, Ph.D. researcher Job

Student, marine biologist Job

conceptualization of the Ph.D. process was associated with a sense
that the Ph.D. served an intrinsic purpose and was accompanied
by high levels of Ph.D. and career motivation.

I20 [F, Engineering]: I think, even before I started, I had in mind
that it’s like this kind of work, it’s my job. It’s not just showing up
to lectures, doing assignments, it’s like my work. It’s 8 till 5 and
or more (laughs), it’s my responsibility so before I even started I
knew that it was going to be like a job for me.

Scaffolding Identity Construction
The analysis above suggests that SIMIC, and its claim that
multiple identities are an important resource in times of identity
change, may shed light on processes of identity construction.
Specifically, as candidates were able to bring more identities to
bare on the task of understanding their Ph.D. they were better
able to articulate not only who they were, but also who their
Ph.D. would help them to become in the future (see Table 3). We
identified two main ways in which multiple identities were able
to scaffold the construction of a sense of self in the present and
into the future: identity management and identity certainty. The
former captures the observation that students who had multiple
academic identities could draw on them in creative ways in order
to deal with the uncertainty associated with the Ph.D. identity
and present themselves in positive and readily understandable
ways to others. The latter captures the observation that Ph.D.
candidates who had multiple mixed identities manifested much

higher levels of certainty about who they were are were going
to be; they also were more likely to identify the complementary
and mutually reinforcing nature of their multiple identities
as they looked to the future. In contrast, students who only
were able to draw on a single student identity expressed high
levels uncertainty and difficulties in negotiating discussions with
others that related to their Ph.D. and in understanding what
their Ph.D. was for.

Professional Models as Bridges From
Present to Future Self
According to SIMIC, one reason that multiple identity resources
can help people to cope with identity change is that they
can provide continuity that connects who one was, who
one is now, and who one will be in the future. Research
into people’s connections with those who act as models for
a profession suggests that these individuals, by providing a
concrete representation of a future professional identity, can
also contribute to a sense of continuity between present and
future selves (e.g., Ibarra, 1999; Morgenroth et al., 2015; Peters
et al., 2015). In this section, we report analysis that explored
whether there was any connection between Ph.D. candidates’
ability to access multiple identity resources and their connections
with salient professional models (i.e., their Ph.D. supervisors).
We make two main observations: (1) candidates with multiple
identity resources were more likely to see connections between
their supervisors and who they wanted to become, and (2)
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TABLE 3 | Illustrative quotes relating to the outcomes of identity resources.

Illustrative quotes (“What do you call yourself”)

Theme 1: Identity uncertainty

Quote 1: Well I can’t find anything but, uhh as you ask right now, something look like, uh Ph.D. student who (.) actually RHD student should say we are research
(pause) scholar maybe. . .yeah maybe. I’m not sure!

Quote 2: I just say Ph.D. student. . .Actually, I’m a registered doctor in China, but here not a lot of people know that and I try not to tell them. . .yeah, but here I
won’t show that identity because it’s not recognized here. . . So yeah. I cannot figure out I have a lot of identities yet. So maybe Ph.D. is my only identity. I don’t
want this. I want to find out answers. So, it’s quite overwhelming.

Theme 2: Identity management

Quote 1: Um, I think it really depends on the situation. (long pause). On legal matters, uh (pause) I would say that I’m a researcher. And (.) like daily life
interaction I would say that I’m a student.

Quote 3: I prefer Marine Biologist in that sense, just because of the connotation that tends to come along with student.

Quote 3: . . . But I tend to favor scientist because it’s a broad term that people understand you know. You say to someone, particularly in normal populous, you
say researcher and they go, “oh what do you do, what is that?” You say a scientist and they automatically think lab coats and stuff.

Theme 2: Identity certainty

Quote 1: I’m a mining engineer soon to be lecturer and professor

Quote 2: I normally tell them I’m doing a Ph.D. That I am doing research into bamboo structural element and also with relatable fire safety, and yeah it’s basically
what I say. . .Depending on the situation, I could also say that I am a civil engineer or I could also say that I am a lecturer.

Quote 3: I usually describe myself as a research manager but also as an anthropologist. And so – because to me they (pause) make us stronger. You know I
share knowledge across that boundary. . .

incompatibility in candidates’ identities and those of their
supervisors and the profession more generally interfered with
their ability to construct a future professional identity.

Identity Connections
We observed that students’ identity resources were associated
with the kind of connection they reported having with their
supervisors. In particular, looking across interviewees’ responses
to the questions of whether their supervisor represented their
profession, helped them to know how to get ahead and was
a personal role model, three major ways of relating to the
supervisor emerged (Table 4 provides an overview of these
themes): (1) as a Doing model, which described a supervisor
as having particular skills and behaviors; (2) as a Guidance
model, which described a supervisor able to provide personal
guidance and support; and (3) as a Being model, which described
a supervisor as someone who embodied a future self, or desired
aspects of a future self.

Importantly, candidates with single student identities tended
to describe the Doing style of role modeling. For these Ph.D.
candidates, their descriptions were impersonal and somewhat
passive, containing no reference to themselves as participants in
the modeling process, and only describing supervisors as targets
of impartial observation – “[someone who] sets examples and tells
you how you should be doing things,” [I09, Civil Engineering].

For candidates with multiple academic identities,
they articulated supervisors as guiding and supporting
them through the Ph.D. process – “Someone who can
be a guiding hand. Someone who can tell you when you
are about to make a mistake and how to fix it” [I05].
However, candidates who defined themselves in terms
of multiple mixed identities tended to describe a Being
model of supervision, articulating how the supervisor
represented a future version of the self – “down the

track in a place that I see myself potentially being in the
future” [I02].

The interviews suggest that a wider range of self-aspects as
well as higher levels of proactivity in identity construction may
explain why multiple identity resources may have facilitated the
establishment of a strong connection with their supervisor as
an example of who they could be. Specifically, these candidates
talked of agentically selecting the aspects of their supervisors
which they thought were most aligned with their future identity
needs. One candidate [I21, F, Materials Engineering] described
how she was able to connect different elements of herself to the
different yet complementary aspects of her supervisors:

I21: Um, I think, like I think aspects of both of them. They’re
very different. They’re like incredibly different people. Um, and
they’re not, and I wouldn’t want to emulate like either one of
them in their entirety, um just because I think also think they’re
fundamentally different from me. Like, where all three of us are,
like entirely different people. But there’s aspects of both of them,
um and they’re different aspects that I think (.) act as like, “Okay
that part of, that part of me I want to be more like (.) her. And
that part of me I want to be more like that, and I think that’s
something I would like to emulate.”

Another candidate explained how she constructed her own
identity by “borrowing” different aspects of her supervisors:

I07 [F Communication]: But other than that, we need to find
(.) our (.) own (.) like uh quality that you really want and then
we can borrow from this, this, this, this (gesturing borrowing
from something) and then something we need to create–it on.
Our identity (.)–build our own identity. So, I don’t think that I
lack of (laughs) role models around me. . .Yes. But I can pick up
from–from many and some I need to construct myself.
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TABLE 4 | Illustrative quotes relating to different forms of identity construction.

Illustrative quotes

Theme 1: Doing model

I06: Someone we can observe and learn.

I09: Wouldn’t use role model for workplace, would use mentor. A mentor sets examples and tells you how you should be doing things.

I03: this person is a genuinely good person. (Pause) Doing good stuff and do no harm . . . profession and personal life

Theme 3: Guidance model

I05: Someone you can look up to. Someone who can be a guiding hand. Someone who can tell you when you are about to make a mistake and how to fix it.

I13: Someone who lives by their word and who shares those values. They then provide a road map for you to follow.

I21: Um, I think it’s their responsibility to be like you know almost like a guide and like they have to, you know they have a lot of experience, they’ve done this,
um, for long time.
Um, they’re the ones that have like (.) um you know, the knowledge and they’ve done a Ph.D. before so they know exactly what you know, it’s all about.
I think they, it’s their responsibility to guide you through the process and like look out for things that you may not necessarily be aware of and like, point them out
to you, um and to you know, um, be, be a link.

Theme 2: Being model

I04: I guess someone that you look up to, that you kind of think is a bit impressive in their respective field, or their personal life, or something that’s just a bit like,
yeah I want to be like that. . .role modeling is a bit like patterning. . .

I02: Someone who does exemplify by their characteristics that I value like things that I want to be like and (.) and further in down the track in a place that I see
myself potentially being in the future and then someone who sees me as well.

I07: Role model is something that we can learn about. Person has the qualities that I want to be like.

Identity Incompatibility
In line with a social identity theorizing, we observed
that candidates’ perceptions that there were important
incompatibilities between their identities and those of their
supervisors could present a barrier. In particular, an experience
of identity discontinuity (e.g., in the form of, gender or cultural
difference) between the candidate and their supervisor – as
representative of a future academic identity, could inhibit this
process. What follows presents a sample of some of the issues
of identity dissonance evident in our sample. It is worth noting
that whether these potential disablers of the identity construction
process had negative effects was multiply determined, and factors
such as the overall set-up of the supervisory team as well as
a Ph.D. candidate’s experiences of her or his overall learning
environment could act as buffers.

Barriers to the identity construction process were often
reported to result from differences related to gender, culture,
value or experience. For example, a female engineering candidate
described her struggle with the limited range of gender identities
within academia:

I01: The women I know are in the academia they are um
(pause)– a lot of them turn– turn to like a more of a male um
personality. They become very harsh and dominant. And–And
in order to like sort of um be successful you have to turn into–
and I was going that way when I was a TA. I turned myself in to
this rough, like very (.) um strong woman uh with the same (.)
words that a male would have and this– that’s not me.

This particular candidate went on to talk about the outcomes
of this sense of identity disconnection:

I01: All of that is hidden and it’s not part of– and I’ve– and we’re
not one– we’re not one person at work and one person– we’re a
whole person and we should be able to bring that uh naturally.

We don’t– we should be ourselves and that’s not happening in
academia specifically in the– in the engineering.

Speaking to the issue of cultural identity discontinuity, one
female international candidate described the beginning of her
Ph.D. in Australia as an “existential crisis,” [I17, F, Health and
Social Science] that was embodied in her “fraught” relationship
with her supervisors. She described not fully understanding
Australian ways of being and she used the example of not
knowing how to appear in different social situations, such as an
interview. . . “So, even things that like (.) like I said, I’m not even
aware of (.) might be important.” This candidate described how,
at the start of her Ph.D. she tried to be “more personable” with
her supervisors (“. . .because I thought that was what Australian
lecturers were like”) but that didn’t work for her, and so she
then tried to keep “things strictly professional.” This is seen in
the following extract, in which she reflected on the way in which
cultural differences are experienced in day-to-day interactions:

I17: And even more importantly I don’t have a strong network
within the school because, I mean, like it or not, it’s an all-boys
or girls club. So [pause] it’s not just international students or
Australian students or whatever, but it’s really how you connect
with your faculty other than your supervisors. And [supervisor]
“D” was very clear about this. He said, you know like, like,
someone asked him, another student asked him, (.) “how do
people get grants?” and (.) he joked and he said “well basically
I just open my door and walk down my corridor and whoever
happens to be there [laughs] gets named on the grant.” So, I
don’t appear at school (-) and most Ph.D. students don’t appear
at school very often. So, we don’t have that network, we don’t
have that rapport. And I think it’s also cultural, because I (.) I
don’t see them, I don’t see other academics as peers, I see them
as authority figures. I see them as teachers. So, I’m not about
to (.) like slap some guy on the back and be like “hey how have
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you been? How was your day?” It, it’s just not me. You know I,
I maintain a, a, a, a healthy professional working relationship
with my sup- all my supervisors.

DISCUSSION

In this paper, we aimed to understand how Ph.D. candidates
went about constructing a future professional identity, and the
role of multiple identities and identity compatibility in their
construction attempts. While there are a growing number of
students around the world who are taking advantage of the
opportunity to undertake a Ph.D., the number of academic jobs
on offer to them has largely stagnated (Mangematin, 2000). Of
particular concern, women and members of minority groups are
less likely to feature among the fortunate few who successfully
transition from their Ph.D. to academia (Anders, 2004; Robinson-
Neal, 2009).

To shed light on the processes of identity construction and
its role in unequal professional outcomes, we drew on the
SIMIC, which argues that the process of identity change is
affected by having access to multiple identities. Although the
identity construction context differs in important ways from
those typically examined by SIMIC, our analysis suggests that
multiple identities may be an important resource here too. In
particular, we found that those Ph.D. candidates who were
able to access multiple identities – whether in the form of
distinct professional groups or multiple perspectives on their
identities within the Ph.D. context – reported greater levels of
certainty about who they were, who they wanted to be, and
how their Ph.D. was helping them to get there. The benefits
of multiple identities appeared to be particularly marked when
they crossed professional domains (i.e., academia and another
vocation). This could reflect the possibility that multiple mixed
identities contribute to a richer and more multi-faceted sense
of self; it is also possible that Ph.D. candidates who are able
to access non-academic identities are particularly well placed to
understand how the Ph.D. contributes to concrete professional
goals and outcomes. Consistent with the latter possibility, these
Ph.D. candidates were particularly likely to see their Ph.D. as a
job, rather than an apprenticeship.

We also found that multiple identities appeared to provide
a basis for seeing the Ph.D. supervisor (likely to be the most
salient exemplar of the academic profession) as a model of who
one could become in the future. There was some suggestion that
this was because students with a richer and more multi-faceted
sense of self were better able to identify and select aspects of their
supervisors that they wished to emulate and become. We also
found that Ph.D. candidates’ perceptions that who they were was
not compatible with the identities of their supervisor, obstructed
their identity construction attempts. These findings align with
previous work that claims that role models may have beneficial
career outcomes by providing people with a bridge to a future self
(e.g., Morgenroth et al., 2015), and extend them by suggesting
that multiple identities may help people to find and use role
models as they travel along their career paths. They also suggest
that to the extent that underrepresented or minority groups

have fewer identity resources (e.g., because they have moved
countries) or experience greater identity incompatibility with
their supervisors (e.g., as women in science) this may contribute
to greater difficulties in constructing a future identity that will
help them to advance in the profession. In this way, this analysis
points to a novel leak in the academic career pipeline.

Implications
Whilst the experience of identity incompatibility was not rare
among our sample, its particular form varied widely from one
individual to another. In other words, it was not possible to
identify which particular constellation of minority identities
would form the basis for identity dissonance, as this was
very much manifest in the eye of the beholder (Morgenroth
et al., 2015). If this pattern were found to hold among Ph.D.
students more generally, it has clear implications for the kinds
of interventions that educational institutions should consider
if they wish to support identity construction. In particular, the
typical role model intervention – which involves wheeling out
a highly successful member of a minority group for a brief
presentation – is unlikely to work. This is not only because it is
difficult to select the person who is most likely to be relevant to
the identity incompatibility experienced by Ph.D. candidates, but
it is also because the process of modeling needs to function on
many levels – what to do, how to get there, and who to be.

Indeed, our research suggests that it is only by embedding
students in diverse networks of professions (both inside and
outside of universities), and peers, and by encouraging them
to build and maintain their important groups both inside and
outside of their Ph.D., that universities are most likely to support
candidates in their attempts to construct the future career
identities that underpin thriving and later success. That is, as
universities continue to reshape the Ph.D. from unstructured
apprenticeship to a more structured program that targets a range
of competencies, they would do well to increase the opportunities
for students to accrue more Ph.D.-related identities.

Limitations
At this point, it is important to acknowledge some major
limitations of this work that temper our analysis and, especially,
the conclusions that we reach. Our sample was not representative,
and as we note earlier, had an over-representation of women,
and in all likelihood, international students. It appears that
those who are likely to experience identity incompatibility
(under-represented groups) may have been more likely to self-
select into the study, and to tell their story. Indeed, many of the
participants in the course of their interview expressed a desire to
tell their story in order to help other Ph.D. students who may find
their experience a challenging one.

CONCLUSION

The importance of this research is two-fold. First, by investigating
the mechanics of identity construction, we can begin to
better define and so understand the outcomes of this process,
particularly with a view to understanding continued inequalities
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in professional outcomes. Second, once a social identity model of
identity construction has been fully developed and tested, we can
use this knowledge within applied settings to implement more
effective processes and procedures to ensure that any barriers
to the identity construction process are not only articulated
but also addressed.
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APPENDIX

Interview Transcription
The constructs addressed in this paper are (a) interviewees’
perspectives on their own identities in the context of their Ph.D.,
(b) their thoughts on the proto-typicality of their chosen identity
within the academic context, (c) the compatibility of that identity
with other identities, and (d) their supervisor’s identity. The data
relating to these constructs was drawn from various sections
of the interview, and these sections are outlined below, and
highlighted in yellow.

Interview Schedule for Ph.D. Students
Please note that the schedule below does not need to be read out
verbatim, but should serve as a guide and prompt to your own
conversational style.

You do not need to ask every single question if you feel
that some of the topics have already been covered during the
conversation’s flow. Take notes to help you keep track.

Required:

1. Interview schedule
2. Information sheet
3. Consent form
4. Reflection notes form
5. ipad for recording
6. Pen to take notes

Introduction
Hi, I’m [name], a student in the School of Psychology, and I am
working with Sarah Bentley and Kim Peters on a project that
aims to explore people’s understandings of academic professions
and the Ph.D. supervision relationship. This interview will take
about 50 minutes, and with your permission I will use my ipad to
audio-record it for later transcription.

Here is the information sheet, which will provide you with
further information about this study.

Please read this through carefully, and sign the consent form if
you are happy to take part today.

[Hand over information and consent sheets, and ask the
interviewee to complete them. You will then need to sign the
consent form as the witness].

Do you have any questions before we start?

Background Information
To start with, I’d like to find out a little more about you and your
supervisory relationships.

1. So what discipline do you work in? What year of you Ph.D.
are you in, and what milestones have passed?

[The next question is to just get things warmed up, and to
encourage the interviewee to talk generally about why they are
doing what they are doing. Try and be as minimal as possible with
these prompts to allow the interviewee to talk freely rather than
you steering them]

1. So why are you doing a Ph.D.?

2. . . . and what does it mean to you?
3. Do you see the Ph.D. a job? An apprenticeship? Or are you

trying to answer a specific research question?
4. Can you tell me how and why your research question came

about?
5. Tell me about your supervisory relationships. . .

a. What is the supervisory set-up (number of supervisors,
supervisory ratio, e.g., 50/50, 20/80 etc.)

b. How did you choose your supervisor/s?

I’d like to hear a little about the day-to-day structure of your
supervisory set up:

a. How often do you meet?
b. With whom (i.e., one supervisor or all both, in the case of

multiple supervision)?
c. On a regularized or ad hoc basis?
d. Who manages the agenda, and who leads the meetings?
e. Are there lab group meetings, and if so do you go to them?
f. Do you have interactions with other Ph.D. students?

Your Professional Identity
Now I’m interested in finding out about your identity or sense
of who you are at work. People who work in universities use
various different terms to describe their profession or role, including
researcher, academic, scientist, economist, geographer, student and
so on

[(a): Interviewees’ perspectives on their own identities in the
context of their Ph.D.]

When you meet new people and they ask what you do, what
do you tell them?

1. Is this the best way of describing what your profession
or work is about? If not, what term would be more
appropriate?

2. Looking back, when did you start to think of yourself as
being a [interviewee’s term/s]? Five years ago did you think
this is what you would be doing? Is it how you imagined it
would be?

3. Can you see yourself continuing to be a [interviewee’s
term/s] in the future? What impact, if any, will completing
your Ph.D. have? If you think your profession will change,
what will it be then?

[(b) their thoughts on the proto-typicality of their chosen
identity within the academic context]

1. Can you tell me what it means to be a [interviewee’s
term/s]. That is, what are the goals, values, characteristics
and behaviors that you associate with the ideal
[interviewee’s term/s]?

2. Looking back over your career∗ so far [∗for a younger
interviewee this maybe be “educational pathway” rather
than career], how has your understanding of what it means
to be a [interviewee’s term] changed?

3. What has affected your understanding of what it means to
be a [interviewee’s term]?
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[If the interviewee is finding it hard to articulate any of the
above, try to find out why this is: “Do other Ph.D. students also
find it hard to identify their profession and its goals and values?”]

[(c) the compatibility of that identity with other identities]

1. Do the goals and values that you mentioned before match
your own personal goals, values and characteristics?

2. Do you feel you fit in in [interviewee’s term/s]?
3. Do you feel that being a [interviewee’s term/s] is

compatible with the rest of your life and the people in it?
Does it fit with how you see yourself as a person?

Your Profession and Your Supervisor
In this section I am going to you a few questions about your
own Ph.D. supervisor. In the first instance, I’m interested in your
thoughts about the relationship between your supervisor and your
identity as a [interviewee’s term].

[Remember, if there are multiple supervisors, adopt the
questions below to cater for this]

[(d) their supervisor’s identity]

1. Do you think your supervisor is a typical [interviewee’s
term/s]? That is, does your supervisor exemplify the values,
characteristics and behaviors of the ideal [interviewee’s
term] that you mentioned earlier?

a. If yes, in what ways? If not, why not?

2. Does your supervisor help you understand what you need
to do to advance in your career in the way you want to?
[For those students who are looking for a career outside
of academia, does their supervisor know this, and has the
supervisor encouraged them to consider academia?]

I am going to shift the focus of the interview a bit now to
ask about role modeling. However, before we talk about your
experiences of role modes, I want to find out what this term means
to you in a very general sense.

[Identity navigation]

1. What do you think a role model is? If you were to say that
someone was a personal role model for you, what would
you mean?

2. On the basis of that definition, would you say that your
Ph.D. supervisor is a role model for you?

a. If yes, why? If no, why not?

3. Is there anyone else who is a role model for you currently
in your work?

a. If yes, who is this person and why are they a role model?

4. Do you ever feel that you lack role models in any aspects of
your work?

a. If yes, what were you looking for?

5. You said that your supervisor [is/is not] a role model for
you. Do you think that this matters in anyway for your
Ph.D. and career development? In other words, would
anything be different if you had a supervisor who [was
not/was] a role model for you?

The Supervisory Dynamic
In this final part of the interview, I am interested in your thoughts
about the importance of the Ph.D. supervisory relationship and the
different responsibilities of students and supervisors.

[Reflection on Identity navigation]

1. Research suggests that the Ph.D. supervisor/student
relationship is of central importance when it comes to the
learning and career outcomes of the student.

a. Why do you think this is?
b. How does this map onto your own experience?

2. Thinking about your experience as a Ph.D. student, do you
think that a supervisor is responsible for the success or
failure of their students?

3. What specifically do you think a supervisor is responsible
for in the context of the relationship, and what is the
responsibility of the student?

[If not mentioned, you can ask about responsibility for
learning, teaching, designing research questions, getting
publishable findings, showing initiative, passion, keeping on
schedule etc.]

1. In what specific ways does your supervisor meet/not meet
his or her responsibilities as a supervisor?

2. If you were supervising a student, would you do things
differently?

3. Do you think you are a good Ph.D. student?
4. . . .why do you think that? (For instance feedback from

supervisor? Given or sought?)
5. Do you think your supervisor/s thinks the same?
6. Do you envisage working with your supervisor beyond

your Ph.D.?

Thank you so much for your time.
In our research we are interested in in the different kinds of

supervisory relationships that occur in different disciplines and how
they impact on the success or otherwise of the Ph.D. student’s career.
Is there anything else you would like to talk about with regard to
this question?
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Şahin O, van der Toorn J,

Jansen WS, Boezeman EJ and
Ellemers N (2019) Looking Beyond

Our Similarities: How Perceived
(In)Visible Dissimilarity Relates

to Feelings of Inclusion at Work.
Front. Psychol. 10:575.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00575

Looking Beyond Our Similarities:
How Perceived (In)Visible
Dissimilarity Relates to Feelings of
Inclusion at Work
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We investigated how the perception of being dissimilar to others at work relates
to employees’ felt inclusion, distinguishing between surface-level and deep-level
dissimilarity. In addition, we tested the indirect relationships between surface-level
and deep-level dissimilarity and work-related outcomes, through social inclusion.
Furthermore, we tested the moderating role of a climate for inclusion in the relationship
between perceived dissimilarity and felt inclusion. We analyzed survey data from 887
employees of a public service organization. An ANOVA showed that felt inclusion
was lower for individuals who perceived themselves as deep-level dissimilar compared
to individuals who perceived themselves as similar, while felt inclusion did not differ
among individuals who perceived themselves as surface-level similar or dissimilar.
Furthermore, a moderated mediation analysis showed a negative conditional indirect
relationship between deep-level dissimilarity and work-related outcomes through felt
inclusion. Interestingly, while the moderation showed that a positive climate for inclusion
buffered the negative relationship between deep-level dissimilarity and felt inclusion, it
also positively related to feelings of inclusion among all employees, regardless of their
perceived (dis)similarity. This research significantly improves our understanding of how
perceived dissimilarity affects employees by distinguishing between surface-level and
deep-level dissimilarity and by demonstrating the importance of a climate for inclusion.

Keywords: dissimilarity, inclusion, climate for inclusion, surface-level, deep-level

INTRODUCTION

The sharp increase in workforce diversity during the last decades presents important challenges
for organizations and employees to overcome. A well-established finding is that dissimilarity
between individuals can impede mutual trust and understanding, and challenge social integration
in the workplace, which have been associated with (team) performance losses and increased
employee turnover (Chattopadhyay, 1999; Garrison and Wakefield, 2010; Guillaume et al.,
2012). Dissimilarity between workers has been related to surface-level (relatively visible or
readily detected) attributes such as gender, age, and ethnicity, or to deep-level (less visible or
underlying) attributes such as beliefs and values (Phillips and Loyd, 2006; Jackson and Joshi, 2011;

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 March 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 575102

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00575
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00575
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00575&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-03-27
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00575/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/520545/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/523170/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/335315/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/634115/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/238996/overview
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-00575 March 25, 2019 Time: 18:12 # 2
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Guillaume et al., 2012; Mor Barak et al., 2016). In the current
research, we will not examine the objective classification of
specific attributes. Instead, we will address employees’ subjective
perceptions of their surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity
to other people at work. We will also not focus on a
specific comparison group (e.g., a specific target group such
as direct colleagues, supervisors or customers), but rather are
interested in employees’ general perception of being dissimilar to
most others at work.

Even though prior work suggests that surface-level and deep-
level dissimilarity are both negatively related to work outcomes,
the ways in which they impact employees are likely to differ.
For example, surface-level dissimilarity has been shown to have
a negative effect on social integration only under low team
interdependence, while deep-level dissimilarity had a stronger
negative effect on social integration under high interdependence
than under low interdependence (Guillaume et al., 2012). This
suggests that the two types of dissimilarity can have different
effects, and/or that their effects depend on different moderating
factors. Yet, the correlates and implications of these different
types of dissimilarity have not been systematically established.
Hence, we do not yet know whether surface-level or deep-
level dissimilarity is more predictive of employees’ sense of
inclusion and its downstream work-related consequences. It is
also unknown whether they operate independently, buffer, or
reinforce one another. Furthermore, while previous research has
indicated that an inclusive work climate buffers the negative
effects of surface-level dissimilarity on inclusion (Jansen et al.,
2017), it is unclear whether the negative effects of deep-
level dissimilarity can be mitigated in similar ways. Answering
these questions is highly important considering that employees
likely differ from others at work in terms of both surface-
level and deep-level dimensions. Hence, this study contributes
to existing knowledge by investigating the separate and joint
influences of surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity on social
inclusion, as well as the moderating role of the work climate in
these relationships.

Dissimilarity at Work
As indicated above, dissimilarity has been found to negatively
affect a variety of work outcomes (Hobman et al., 2004; Liao et al.,
2008; Guillaume et al., 2012). Hobman et al. (2004), for example,
found that employees who perceived themselves to have a
different demographic profile than their colleagues (i.e., in terms
of visible and informational characteristics) were less involved
in their workgroup. Liao et al. (2008), furthermore, found
perceived deep-level dissimilarity on the basis of personality to be
associated with worse job attitudes, less helping behavior, greater
work withdrawal, and greater voluntary turnover.

There are several mechanisms through which dissimilarity is
thought to affect employees. One mechanism concerns ingroup
bias on the part of numerical majority members, leading them
to discriminate against and otherwise mistreat those who are
dissimilar to them (Van Laer and Janssens, 2011; Williams and
Dempsey, 2014; Drydakis, 2015; Waldring et al., 2015; Midtbøen,
2016; Mishel, 2016; Van den Berg et al., 2017; Yavorsky,
2017). Another mechanism, observed among numerical minority

members, relates to their increased monitoring of the self and
the environment; Employees representing a numerical minority
tend to be more engaged in monitoring their performance and
the workplace for cues about who belongs and who does not.
Their preoccupation with social acceptance cues diverts cognitive
resources away from task performance and has important work-
related consequences (Murphy et al., 2007; Guillaume et al.,
2014; Master et al., 2016; see also Ståhl et al., 2012). Even
cues that are not intended to exclude people, such as all-
White conference speakers or pictures of male leaders in the
company canteen, might undermine performance and lower
feelings of inclusion among those not represented by these
cues (Latu et al., 2013; Cheryan et al., 2014; Murphy et al.,
2018). Furthermore, through the mechanism of similarity-
attraction (Byrne, 1997), minority members may self-segregate
into minority subgroups. This process is stronger in people who
are more aware of their minority status (Schmader and Sedikides,
2018) and, by further detaching them from others at work, adds
to the disadvantages that dissimilar people face through the
mechanisms discussed above.

Of the previous work studying the relationship between
dissimilarity and work outcomes, some studies used objective
measures of dissimilarity (e.g., quantifying the degree of
dissimilarity based on the demographic composition of work
teams, Jansen et al., 2017) while others used subjective
measures (e.g., asking participants whether they feel dissimilar
to other team members; Hobman et al., 2004). Because we
are interested in the experiences of employees, and because
several studies indicated perceived dissimilarity to have stronger
effects than actual dissimilarity (Turban et al., 1988; Strauss
et al., 2001), the current research utilizes a subjective measure
of dissimilarity.

In the current study, we use the terms “surface-level” and
“deep-level” to capture the full range of attributes that could lead
to perceived dissimilarity in the work context, because these were
used to study dissimilarity in previous research (e.g., Guillaume
et al., 2012). These attributes can include age, ethnicity, gender,
beliefs, values, or sexual orientation. We acknowledge it is not
self-evident whether an attribute is surface-level or deep-level, or
both. This can depend on many factors, such as the extent to
which the attributes are expressed in overt behavior or verbally
acknowledged. Furthermore, the degree to which people perceive
themselves to be surface-level and/or deep-level dissimilar to
others can be indicated by multiple attributes they have as well as
the intersection of these attributes. For example, employees who
are bisexual could perceive themselves as surface-level and/or
deep-level dissimilar to their heterosexual colleagues, which
may, for example, depend on whether they have a same-sex
or opposite-sex partner. Transgender employees might perceive
themselves to be deep-level dissimilar in terms of their gender
identity, while their perception of surface-level dissimilarity may
depend on the particulars of their gender expression. Both
surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity were shown to have
a negative relationship with important work-related outcomes,
such as employee performance and turnover (Guillaume et al.,
2012), work group involvement (Hobman et al., 2004) and
helping behavior (Liang et al., 2015).
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Even though the relationship between dissimilarity and work-
related outcomes is widely studied, very little research has
focused on the effects of dissimilarity on employees’ sense of
social inclusion at work. The construct of social inclusion refers
to individuals’ perception that they belong and can be their
authentic selves in a particular context (Jansen et al., 2014),
such as the workplace. Understanding the relationship between
dissimilarity and inclusion at work is important, since inclusion
has been related to several outcomes that may have far-reaching
implications for both employees and organizations, such as well-
being and performance (Sønderlund et al., 2017; Chen and Tang,
2018). One study that did examine the relationship between
gender dissimilarity and felt inclusion is the research by Jansen
et al. (2017), which demonstrated a lower sense of belonging and
authenticity among those who diverged more (versus less) from
the rest of the work team in terms of gender. This prior work is
limited, however, in the sense that it addressed actual dissimilarity
rather than subjectively perceived differences, and only focused
on a single surface-level characteristic, namely gender. With the
current research, we aim to contribute to the organizational
diversity literature by examining the separate and interactive
effects of perceptions of surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity
on employees’ feelings of inclusion. Because previous research
demonstrated felt social inclusion to relate to important work
outcomes (e.g., Derks et al., 2007; Jansen et al., 2017; Chen
and Tang, 2018), we will not only address social inclusion, but
additionally investigate its relationships with job satisfaction,
work-related stress, turnover intentions, career commitment and
career advancement motivation in the organization.

Whether surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity
differentially affect employees and whether they reinforce
one another is not only of theoretical importance but also
of practical relevance because surface-level and deep-level
dissimilarity are not necessarily overlapping or independent.
Employees may both look different than others at work (e.g.,
in terms of skin color suggesting a different ethnicity) and hold
different values to them, but it is also possible that they look very
similar yet hold different values or that they look very different
yet hold the same values. Hence, it is important to disentangle
their separate and joint effects.

Based on the research summarized above, we anticipate that –
in principle – both types of perceived dissimilarity will be
negatively related to feelings of inclusion. As no previous work
has addressed the separate and combined effects of surface-
level and deep-level dissimilarity on social inclusion or examined
possible differences in their predictive strength, we have no
specific hypotheses regarding their relative and interactive effects.
These will be investigated in an exploratory fashion.

Feeling included is theorized to satisfy two fundamental
human needs, the need to belong and the need to be authentic.
Accordingly, inclusion has been found to be vital for employee
motivation, performance, and wellbeing (Jansen et al., 2014).
More specifically, inclusion was shown to be a key predictor of
work satisfaction. This may not be surprising, given that inclusion
at work also implies, for example, taking part in informal events
or being part of information networks (Waters and Bortree,
2012). Conversely, when employees feel excluded at work,

negative effects are likely to occur. Exclusion may increase stress
levels (Ryan et al., 2005; Beekman et al., 2016), and is arguably a
reason for employees to leave the organization. That is, employees
whose fundamental inclusion needs are frustrated may be less
likely to stay in their current situation. Preliminary evidence of
this relationship comes from research showing that dissimilarity
positively relates to turnover intentions, but this relationship is
weaker if the organizational climate is supportive of diversity
(Gonzalez and Denisi, 2009), likely because such a climate
facilitates a sense of inclusion. For these reasons, we hypothesize
that feelings of inclusion will mediate the relationship between
perceived dissimilarity on the one hand and job satisfaction,
work-related stress and turnover intentions on the other.

Recent qualitative research on the career ambitions of women
in traditionally masculine environments (i.e., making it likely
that they feel dissimilar to their colleagues at work) indicated
that women who reported decreased belonging and authenticity,
indicating a lack of perceived inclusion, also expressed little
ambition to move up the organizational ladder (Sealy and
Harman, 2017). Furthermore, stigmatized groups who do feel
devalued at work were found to have lowered motivation to
perform and grow in the organization (Derks et al., 2007).
To further explore the relationship between inclusion and
career ambition, we also included the career advancement
motivation in the organization as a relevant work outcome
in our research. In addition, we address the implications of
perceived dissimilarity and felt inclusion for the degree to which
participants are committed to their career. This is based on recent
findings indicating a link between inclusion and organizational
commitment (Harrison et al., 1998; Chen and Tang, 2018).

In summary, we derive the following hypotheses:

H1a: Perceived surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity
negatively relate to felt inclusion.

H1b: Perceived surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity
negatively relate to key work-related outcomes,
namely job satisfaction, work-related stress,
turnover intentions, career commitment, and career
advancement motivation.

H2: Felt inclusion mediates the relationships between
perceived dissimilarity and work-related outcomes.

Climate for Inclusion
Even though a gloomy picture indicating the negative effects
of dissimilarity emerges from prior research, there are also
studies suggesting that dissimilarity is not necessarily detrimental
to employees. Some previous work has indicated that diverse
teams enjoy more beneficial work outcomes when they perceive
their organizational climate as inclusive (Nishii, 2013; Bodla
et al., 2016; Li et al., 2017). An inclusive climate ensures fair
and unbiased treatment of employees, is open toward and
values differences between employees, and includes all employees
in decision making (Nishii, 2013). There is some indication
that the benefits of such an organizational climate may also
apply to feelings of social inclusion. Jansen et al. (2017) found
that perceiving the work environment to be open toward and
appreciative of differences (i.e., as a “diversity climate”) was
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positively associated with felt inclusion for all employees, but
more strongly so for those who were highly dissimilar to most
others. In fact, perceiving a positive diversity climate buffered the
negative effect of gender dissimilarity on feelings of inclusion,
such that dissimilarity was only related to reduced inclusion when
employees perceived a negative diversity climate. These findings
can likely be generalized to a climate for inclusion since the latter
subsumes the diversity climate notion of openness toward and
appreciation of differences. Accordingly, we expect that a positive
climate for inclusion will, similarly, shield employees from the
negative effects of perceived dissimilarity on inclusion.

H3a: Perceived climate for inclusion moderates the
relationship between perceived dissimilarity and
felt inclusion, such that the negative relationship
between perceived dissimilarity and felt inclusion is
weaker the more inclusive the climate is perceived to be.

H3b: Perceived climate for inclusion positively relates
to felt inclusion.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
This study was carried out in accordance with the
recommendations of the Psychology Research Ethics Committee
(PREC) at Leiden University. All participants gave informed
consent in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. The
protocol was approved by the PREC. All employees of a
governmental organization in the Netherlands, approximately
4000 people, were invited to participate in our online study.
Of these people, 1326 employees opened and started the
questionnaire. Our study sample consisted of the 887 employees
who completed the questionnaire (40.34% male, 58.53% female,
1.13% chose not to answer this question, 0.23% missing,
Mage = 45.61, SDage = 11.80). Participants had been working
at the organization for 12.47 years on average (SD = 10.55)
and worked 32.50 hours a week on average (SD = 5.02).
Furthermore, 10.50% of participants held a senior position
(0.11% missing), 4.63% were trainees (2.59% missing), and
82.64% neither held a senior position nor was a trainee. The
sample was relatively highly educated, with 41.66% having
completed university education, 37.74% having completed
higher professional education, 16.57% having completed middle
vocational education, 1.27% having completed lower vocational
education and 2.76% having completed secondary education
(2.03% missing).

Procedure and Measures
The organization’s employees received an email with a link to our
on-line survey. After providing informed consent, participants
first completed a demographics form, which asked them to
indicate their sex, age, educational level, tenure, number of hours
work per week and whether they are a senior or trainee. These
questions were followed by measures of perceived dissimilarity,
perceived climate for inclusion, felt inclusion, job satisfaction,

work-related stress, turnover intention, career commitment, and
career advancement motivation.1

Perceived Dissimilarity
Perceived dissimilarity was measured using two items, which
were adapted from the work of Hobman et al. (2004). To assess
surface-level dissimilarity, participants were asked whether they
perceived themselves to be visibly dissimilar to others at work:
“In terms of visible characteristics (e.g., age, sex, ethnicity), I
am different than most others at work.” To assess perceived
deep-level diversity, they were asked whether they perceived
themselves to be invisibly different to others at work: “In terms of
invisible characteristics (e.g., beliefs, preferences), I am different
than most others at work.” The answer options provided were
“yes” and “no,” resulting in the possibilities of being dissimilar
in both deep-level and surface-level terms, being dissimilar in
either deep-level or surface-level terms and lastly being similar
to most others.2

Perceived Climate for Inclusion
The extent to which participants perceived the climate to be
inclusive was measured using a 12-item scale that was developed
to capture how people think about, talk about and treat others
who are dissimilar to most others. This questionnaire was
developed as a screener of climate for inclusion. Participants
were asked to indicate how “people who are visibly or invisibly
dissimilar than most others” are being treated at work. They did
so on a bipolar scale by indicating the extent to which they agreed
more with the statement on the left side or with the statement on
the right side. The scores ranged from 1 (agreeing most with the
left statement) to 7 (agreeing most with the right statement) with
a higher score indicating a more inclusive climate. Examples of
items are: “They are being disadvantaged at work when making
decisions about tasks, salary, etc. – They are being taken into
account when making decisions about tasks, salary, etc.,” “They
are being seen as an inconvenience – They are being seen as an
asset,” and “They are being treated worse than others – They are
being treated as people that are valuable” (α = 0.96).

Felt Inclusion
The extent to which participants felt included at work was
measured with the Perceived Group Inclusion Scale (PGIS;
Jansen et al., 2014). This 16-item scale consists of two subscales
(belonging and authenticity), which in turn each comprised
two components. Belonging comprised group membership (e.g.,
“People at work give me the feeling that I am part of this
group.”) and group affection (e.g., “People at work like me”).

1One of the objectives of this study was to validate our measure of the perceived
climate for inclusion. Our survey thereto included additional measures that
assessed the perceived diversity climate (Hobman et al., 2004), the perceived
inclusivity of the organizational culture (Ashikali and Groeneveld, 2015),
interpersonal justice (Colquitt, 2001), and social desirability (Rudmin, 1999).
2Contrary to Hobman’s approach (2004), we chose to use a single dichotomous
item for each type because we wanted to clearly distinguish between employees
who perceive themselves as dissimilar and employees who perceive themselves
as similar to most others at work. This way, there would be no doubt that
the participants intended to categorize themselves as dissimilar or similar. The
implications of this choice are further discussed in the Section “Limitations and
Future Research.”
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Authenticity comprised room for authenticity (e.g., “People at
work allow me to be who I am.”) and value in authenticity
(e.g., “People at work encourage me to be who I am.”). Each
component consists of four items. An exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) with oblique (Oblimin) rotation indicated that all items
loaded highly on a single factor with all factor loadings exceeding
0.80 (see Supplementary Table A for factor loadings of the one-
factor solution). In line with the theoretical components, the
parallel analysis (PA) confirmed that four factors with significant
Eigenvalues could be distinguished (see Supplementary Table B
for the factor loadings on four factors). In the current study,
we used inclusion as a single variable because the four factors
(group membership, group affection, room for authenticity,
and value in authenticity) are the theoretical subdimensions of
inclusion (Jansen et al., 2014). The response options ranged from
1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree) with a higher score
indicating that participants felt more included (α = 0.97).

Job Satisfaction
The extent to which participants were satisfied with their job
was assessed with the three items used by Mitchell et al. (2001):
“All in all, I am satisfied with my job,” “In general, I enjoy my
job” and “I am very satisfied with my job.” The last item was
slightly adapted, as it originally referred to workplace satisfaction
instead of job satisfaction. The response options ranged from
1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). A higher score
indicated more job satisfaction (α = 0.92).

Work-Related Stress
We measured participants’ work-related stress with a scale
developed by Hadzibajramovic et al. (2015). Participants
indicated how they felt at the end of a work day, using the
following six items: “calm,” “rested,” “relaxed,” “tense,” “stressed,”
and “pressured.” The response options ranged from 1 (not at all)
to 6 (very much). The last three items were reverse-coded, such
that a lower score on the scale indicated more stress (α = 0.92).

Turnover Intentions
The turnover intentions of participants were measured with
a scale developed by Van Velthoven and Meijman (1994),
consisting of four questions that the participants could answer
with “yes” or “no.” Example items are: “I am planning to change
jobs in the coming year,” and “I sometimes think about looking
for a job outside this organization.” The answers were coded 0
(yes) or 1 (no) and the mean score of the four items was taken as
the dependent variable. A lower score corresponded to a higher
intention to leave (α = 0.76).

Career Commitment
The degree to which participants were committed to their career
was assessed with a modified version of a scale developed by
Ellemers et al. (1998). The scale consisted of six statements, with
scores ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Example items
are: “My career plays a central role in my life” and “I think I
should have a successful career.” A higher score corresponded to
a stronger commitment to one’s career (α = 0.86).

Career Advancement Motivation Within Organization
We measured participants’ career advancement motivation using
a self-developed scale consisting of five statements, with scores
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very much). This measure
records the willingness of employees to invest in the career
at, and on behalf of, the organization. The items are: “I am
motivated to exploit all the career opportunities that I will get
at this organization,” “I am willing to invest effort to further my
development in this organization,” “I am willing to do my best to
advance my career in this organization,” “I would like to continue
my career in this organization,” and “It is my wish to develop my
career in this organization.” A higher score corresponded to a
greater career advancement motivation (α = 0.87).

RESULTS

Analyses were conducted using R software 3.5.1 (R Core
Team, 2018), using the Hmisc (v4.1-1; Harrell, 2018), car (v3.0-
2; Fox and Weisberg, 2011), sjstats (v0,17.0; Lüdecke, 2018),
and lavaan (v0.6-3; Rosseel, 2012) packages. The full code
is available at https://osf.io/exrwd/. The descriptive statistics
and zero-order correlations for all variables are displayed in
Table 1. A total of 551 (62.12%) participants indicated that
they perceived themselves to be similar to their colleagues, 111
(12.51%) perceived themselves as only surface-level dissimilar,
147 (16.57%) perceived themselves as only deep-level dissimilar
and 67 (7.55%) perceived themselves as both surface-level and
deep-level dissimilar (1.24% missing).

Preliminary Analyses
Mardia’s test showed that the assumption of multivariate
normality was violated. As a consequence, we used robust test
statistics in our CFA and SEM analyses.

To assess whether our measures could be distinguished
statistically, we conducted a series of factor analyses.3 First,
we performed a PA, which yielded nine significant factors.
Subsequently, we entered all our Likert-scale measures in
an EFA in which we constrained the number of extracted
factors to nine (based on the aforementioned PA) and used
principal axis factoring with Oblimin rotation. Almost all
items loaded on the respective factors of their scales, with

3For employees who perceive themselves as dissimilar, both the measure of climate
for inclusion and the measure of felt inclusion tap into how employees who are
dissimilar are treated at work. In contrast, for employees who perceive themselves
as similar, there is a difference between the two measures, as felt inclusion does not
tap into the treatment of someone who is dissimilar. This might raise the question
whether climate for inclusion and felt inclusion are different constructs for those
who perceive themselves as dissimilar. To answer this question, we tested whether
there was a distinction between perceived climate for inclusion and felt inclusion
for both employees who perceived themselves as similar or dissimilar (surface-
level and/or deep-level). We first performed a PA to determine the number of
significant factors, which resulted in four factors. Afterward, we conducted two
EFAs, using principal axis factoring with Oblimin rotation and only retained factor
loadings that exceeded 0.30. The results were similar for participants who perceived
themselves as similar and dissimilar, in that all items of perceived climate for
inclusion loaded on a single factor and the items of felt inclusion loaded on the
three remaining factors (see Supplementary Tables C, D). This is in line with
Jansen et al. (2014) who found that items for the subdimensions authenticity and
belonging loaded on separate factors.
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Surface-level dissimilarity 0.20 0.40 –

2. Deep-level dissimilarity 0.24 0.43 0.16∗∗∗ –

3. Perceived climate for inclusion 4.49 1.00 −0.10∗∗ −0.23∗∗∗ -

4. Felt inclusion 5.26 1.09 −0.08∗ −0.25∗∗∗ 0.56∗∗∗ –

5. Job satisfaction 5.67 1.06 0.00 −0.16∗∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗ 0.55∗∗∗ –

6. Work-related stress 4.01 0.94 −0.04 −0.13∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗ –

7. Turnover intention 0.64 0.34 0.00 −0.11∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.22∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗∗ –

8. Career commitment 4.85 1.07 0.10∗∗ −0.04 0.10∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 0.16∗∗∗ −0.04 −0.05 –

9. Career advancement motivation 4.46 0.87 0.08∗ −0.03 0.19∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.58∗∗∗

Dissimilarity was coded as 0 and 1, meaning that the mean scores reflect the percentage of people that perceived themselves as such. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01,
∗∗∗p < 0.001.

minimal cross-loadings of items from the measures of turnover
intentions, career commitment, and career advancement
motivation (see Supplementary Table E).

Next, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to
obtain a statistical indication of the validity of our measurement
model. Again, we tested the model with nine factors, as suggested
by the PA. We defined the model such that all items loaded on
their respective factors. Because the assumption of multivariate
normality was violated, we used Satorra–Bentler test statistics
and robust standard errors. The results of the CFA showed that
the measurement model did not reach good fit, χ2 = 5126.64,
p < 0.001, df = 1238, χ2/df = 4.14, RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.89,
TLI = 0.88. Based on the cross-loadings in the EFA, we deleted
two items from the measures, after which our CFA did indicate
good fit, χ2 = 4490.84, p < 0.001, df = 1139, χ2/df = 3.94,
RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.90. Accordingly, we used all
measures as separate outcome variables. The deleted items were
omitted from all analyses.

Hypothesis Testing
In order to test the first part of our first hypothesis (H1a), we
conducted a 2 (deep-level dissimilarity: yes vs. no) × 2 (surface-
level dissimilarity: yes vs. no) between-subjects ANOVA, with
inclusion as the dependent variable.4 The descriptive statistics
can be found in Supplementary Table F of the supplement.
We obtained a main effect of deep-level dissimilarity, F(1,
872) = 46.08, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.05, which indicated that
participants who perceived themselves to be deep-level dissimilar
to most others at work scored lower on felt inclusion (M = 4.79,
SD = 1.31) compared to those who perceived themselves to
be deep-level similar (M = 5.42, SD = 0.95). We obtained no
main effect of perceived surface-level dissimilarity on inclusion,
F(1, 872) = 2.99, p = 0.084. Furthermore, we obtained no
interaction between deep-level dissimilarity and surface-level
dissimilarity, F(1, 872) = 1.22, p = 0.269, suggesting that the
influence of perceived deep-level dissimilarity on felt inclusion
was not dependent on whether participants perceived themselves

4This analysis was repeated after removal of outliers (+3 SD), yielding
similar results. Furthermore, in the Supplementary Materials, we report an
ANCOVA, which we conducted to test the main and interactive effects of deep-
level and surface-level dissimilarity on inclusion, while controlling for sex, age,
education level, tenure, senior position and junior position, yielding similar results.

to be surface-level dissimilar to most others at work.5 These
results partially support our hypothesis (H1a), as only deep-level
dissimilarity was related to felt inclusion. The analyses of simple
effects using Tukey’s HSD procedure indicated that participants
who perceived themselves as only deep-level dissimilar scored
lower on inclusion (M = 4.89, SD = 1.05) than those who
perceived themselves as similar in both ways (M = 5.43,
SD = 0.95), t(872) = 5.52, p < 0.001, and also scored lower than
those who perceived only surface-level dissimilarity (M = 5.37,
SD = 0.99), t(872) = 3.63, p = 0.002. Furthermore, participants
who perceived themselves as only surface-level dissimilar did
not differ in inclusion from those who perceived similarity in
both ways, t(872) = 0.54, p = 0.949. Participants who perceived
both deep-level and surface-level dissimilarity scored lower on
inclusion (M = 4.62, SD = 1.74) than those who perceived
themselves as similar in both terms, t(872) = 5.94, p < 0.001, and
those who perceived themselves as only surface-level dissimilar,
t(872) = 4.60, p < 0.001. Lastly, there was no difference
between participants who perceived themselves as only deep-level
dissimilar and those who perceived themselves as both deep-level
and surface-level dissimilar, t(872) = 1.74, p = 0.306.

To test our remaining hypotheses, we initially treated the five
dependent variables independently. This means we first tested
Hypothesis 1b using a MANOVA. In order to test Hypotheses 2,
3a, and 3b, we conducted mediation, moderation and moderated
mediation analyses using PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). The results
of these analyses are presented in the Supplementary Materials.
For simplicity of presentation, per the suggestion of the editor,
here we present results from two structural equation models
that capture the five dependent variables in a single latent
variable “work-related outcomes.” For these models we used the
lavaan package in R. To fit parsimonious models, we created
item parcels as indicators for all work-related variables except
for job satisfaction, because job satisfaction consisted of only
three items. Parcels have shown to produce more reliable latent
variables than individual items and are particularly useful when
the measurement model is not of direct interest (Little et al.,
2013), as is the case for us. The models we constructed did not

5We also examined whether perceived (in)visible dissimilarity differentially
influenced felt belonging and felt authenticity, the two subdimensions of inclusion.
These analyses can be found in the Supplementary Materials.
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reach good fit, but this is less of a concern for us given that our
primary goal was to test our hypotheses using our theoretical
structural equation models. Furthermore, as the assumption of
multivariate normality was violated, we used robust estimation
methods (“MLM” option in lavaan) for all analyses.

The first model tested Hypothesis 1b – namely, that
dissimilarity would predict work-related outcomes – using
a 2 (deep-level dissimilarity: yes vs. no) × 2 (surface-level
dissimilarity: yes vs. no) between-subjects ANOVA with the
latent variable work-related outcomes as our dependent variable,
χ2 = 455.23, p < 0.001, df = 69, χ2/df = 6.60, RMSEA = 0.09,
CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.88. We obtained a main effect of deep-
level dissimilarity, b = −0.09, SE = 0.04, p = 0.017, 95% CI
[−0.16; −0.02], which indicated that participants who perceived
themselves to be deep-level dissimilar to most others at work
scored lower on the work-related outcomes than those who
perceived themselves to be deep-level similar. We obtained no
main effect of perceived surface-level dissimilarity on work-
related outcomes, b = 0.03, SE = 0.03, p = 0.201, 95% CI [−0.02;
0.09].6 Furthermore, we obtained no interaction between deep-
level dissimilarity and surface-level dissimilarity, b = −0.05,
SE = 0.05, p = 0.337, 95% CI [−0.15; 0.05], suggesting that the
influence of deep-level dissimilarity on work-related outcomes
does not depend on the degree of surface-level dissimilarity.

6The regular MANOVA presented in the Supplementary Materials, with job
satisfaction, work-related stress, turnover intentions, career commitment, and
career advancement motivation within the organization as separate dependent
variables showed that deep-level dissimilarity predicted the first three work-related
outcomes, but not career commitment and career advancement motivation. In
contrast, surface-level dissimilarity only predicted career commitment and career
advancement motivation. Interestingly, participants who perceived surface-level
dissimilarity (vs. similarity) scored higher on these outcomes than.

This partially supports our hypothesis (H1b), as only deep-
level dissimilarity was related to work-related outcomes.7 In
order to exploratively assess the simple effects, we used the
Bonferroni correction, thus resulting in an adjusted critical
value of 0.008. Using this alpha as a criterion, no simple
effects reached significance. These analyses can be found in the
Supplementary Materials.

The second model tested Hypotheses 2, 3a, and 3b – namely
that felt inclusion would mediate the relationship between
dissimilarity and work-related outcomes, that a climate for
inclusion would moderate the relationship between perceived
dissimilarity and felt inclusion and that a climate for inclusion
would positively relate to felt inclusion. We used this model
with the latent dependent variable “work-related outcomes”
(which was indicated by the five dependent variables), one
mediator (felt inclusion), one moderator (climate for inclusion),
and two independent variables (deep-level and surface-level
dissimilarity), χ2 = 990.09, p < 0.001, df = 130, χ2/df = 7.62,
RMSEA = 0.10, CFI = 0.82, TLI = 0.78.8 See Figure 1 for a
conceptual overview of the current model and Supplementary
Tables I, J for the statistics.

Supporting Hypothesis 2, the results indicated that felt
inclusion mediated the relationship between perceived deep-
level dissimilarity and the work-related outcomes, as shown by
the significant indirect relationship, a1b1 = −0.22, p = 0.001.
Perceived surface-level dissimilarity did not have an indirect
relationship with work-related outcomes, a2b1 = 0.02, p = 0.827.

7This analysis was repeated after removal of outliers (+3 SD), yielding
similar results.
8The moderated mediation analyses using PROCESS, where a separate moderated
mediation was tested for each of the five dependent variables, are described in the
Supplementary Materials.

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual overview of the structural equation model with standardized factor loadings and unstandardized parameter estimates.
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗p < 0.05.
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FIGURE 2 | The moderation effect by climate for inclusion on the relationship between deep-level dissimilarity and felt inclusion.

Results furthermore indicated that an inclusive climate can
buffer the negative effects of deep-level dissimilarity, a4 = 0.18,
p = 0.019, which supports Hypothesis 3a. That is, participants
who perceived themselves as deep-level dissimilar to most others
at work felt less included compared to those who perceived
themselves as deep-level similar when they perceived a negative
(−1 SD; see Figure 2), a4 = −0.45, p < 0.001, or average (mean),
a4 =−0.27, p < 0.001, climate for inclusion. When they perceived
a positive climate for inclusion (+1 SD), however, participants
who perceived themselves as deep-level dissimilar felt equally
included as those who perceived themselves as deep-level similar,
a4 =−0.09, p = 0.369. In addition, the more positive participants
perceived the climate for inclusion to be, the more included
they felt. Importantly, while the latter effect was stronger among
participants who perceived themselves as deep-level dissimilar, it
was also present among participants who perceived themselves
as similar to most others at work, reflecting the direct main
effect of climate for inclusion on felt inclusion, a3 = 0.47,
p < 0.001. Supporting Hypothesis 3b, this suggests that a climate
for inclusion is beneficial to all employees. Furthermore, because
a positive climate for inclusion (+1 SD) buffered the negative
relationship between deep-level dissimilarity and felt inclusion,
it also neutralized the adverse indirect relationship between
perceived deep-level dissimilarity and work-related outcomes,
a1b1 =−0.08, p = 0.375.9

9This analysis was repeated after removal of outliers (+3 SD), yielding similar
results.

DISCUSSION

Previous research demonstrated a relationship between employee
dissimilarity, organizational climate, and inclusion at work.
We replicate and extend these findings in two important
ways. First, we provide a first examination of the independent
and joint effects of surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity
on social inclusion, thus extending previous work that has
only considered the effect of surface-level dissimilarity (Jansen
et al., 2017). We found that perceived deep-level (but not
surface-level) dissimilarity is negatively related to felt inclusion.
Since no interaction between the two types of dissimilarity
was obtained, the relationship between deep-level dissimilarity
and felt inclusion does not appear to depend on surface-level
dissimilarity. Second, we extend the findings obtained by Jansen
et al. (2017) to other work-related outcomes than absenteeism
by demonstrating that felt inclusion acts as a mediator between
deep-level dissimilarity and participants’ job satisfaction, work-
related stress, and turnover intentions. Furthermore, we showed
that the negative relationship between perceived deep-level
dissimilarity and felt inclusion was buffered by a perceived
positive climate for inclusion in a similar way as Jansen et al.
(2017) found to be the case for objective gender dissimilarity.

Our finding that only deep-level dissimilarity was related
to feelings of inclusion is interesting, considering that most
organizational diversity programs (e.g., from 1980–2002 in the
United States; Dobbin et al., 2011) tend to focus on surface-
level diversity only. Our findings suggest that by also focusing on
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deep-level dissimilarity in diversity programs, there is a potential
for improvement of inclusion in organizations. This finding is
also in line with earlier research. For example, Phillips and Loyd
(2006) found that people who are only deep-level dissimilar,
and not surface-level dissimilar, were less likely to express their
deviance because they expected the social disapproval of others
over it. The expectation of social disapproval is possibly related
to lower feelings of inclusion among those who are deep-
level dissimilar.

Furthermore, we found that a positive climate for inclusion is
beneficial for the felt inclusion of employees, and consequently
for their job satisfaction, work-related stress, turnover intentions,
career commitment, and career advancement motivation in the
organization. Importantly, a climate for inclusion was found to
not only benefit the employees that perceived themselves to be
“dissimilar” to most others, but also the ones that perceived
themselves to be “similar.” These findings suggest that both
minority and majority group members are better off in an
organizational climate where people who are dissimilar are being
valued and accepted as they are. Majority group members may be
positively affected by such a work climate because it affords them
the freedom to be different as well. If they wish to deviate from
the norm, they would likely still be accepted. Hence, a climate
for inclusion enhances feelings of inclusion in the organization –
for everyone.

While most of our hypotheses were supported, we also
obtained some unexpected results. We expected surface-level
dissimilarity to be negatively related to social inclusion, which
was indeed reflected in the significant zero-order correlation
between surface-level dissimilarity and inclusion (r = −0.08,
p = 0.015). However, this effect disappeared when deep-
level dissimilarity was simultaneously taken into account,
suggesting that surface-level dissimilarity may only affect
inclusion at work to the extent that it is accompanied by
a sense of deep-level dissimilarity. Another explanation for
the lack of a relationship between surface-level dissimilarity
and inclusion is our measurement method, which did not
assess the degree of perceived dissimilarity. It is possible
that the degree of perceived dissimilarity was lower for
those who perceived themselves as surface-level versus deep-
level dissimilar. This will be discussed in the limitations
section below. A second unexpected finding (reported
in our Supplementary Materials) was that surface-level
dissimilarity was positively, rather than negatively, related to
career commitment and career advancement motivation in
the organization. A possible explanation could be that those
who perceived themselves to be surface-level dissimilar to
others at work are compensating for their dissimilarity through
increased motivation and commitment. Indeed, previous
research shows that impending discrimination can lead people
to distance themselves from stereotypes in order to avoid
or overcome the maltreatment (Kaiser and Miller, 2001).
If the participants who reported surface-level dissimilarity
differed from others on a characteristic that is stereotyped
to imply lower career advancement motivation and lower
career commitment (e.g., being female; Williams and Dempsey,
2014), then their increased motivation and commitment may

have been a form of overcompensation. Another possibility is
that these participants are not more motivated or committed
in order to compensate for a stereotyped group image, but
in order to level the playing field because being equally
motivated and committed as majority employees would not
help them get ahead.

Practical Implications
In this research we observed that feelings of inclusion are an
important factor in the negative relationship between deep-level
dissimilarity and work outcomes. This suggests that in order to
limit or buffer the negative effects of dissimilarity, organizations
might focus on improving employees’ sense of inclusion. Doing
so would likely benefit both individual outcomes (e.g., the well-
being of employees) as organizational outcomes (e.g., lower
turnover intentions and higher commitment of their employees).
This study can potentially inspire organizations to develop
and implement more effective diversity policies by focusing on
the inclusion of all employees – including those who are not
visibly different from others. Notwithstanding these conclusions,
it is important to note that the effect sizes in our study are
relatively small. While perceived dissimilarity and felt inclusion
seem to be important factors in the workplace, the modest
effect sizes show that a stronger sense of inclusion is not a
miracle cure for work-related issues. Nonetheless, according
to our results, a climate for inclusion is something worth
striving toward if one wants to improve the well-being and
performance of employees.

A first step in improving the organizational climate for
inclusion entails a shift from a one-sided focus on surface-level
differences between employees to also integrating deep-level
differences in their diversity management strategies. For
example, in addition to implementing policies that focus
on those who are surface-level dissimilar to the majority of
employees, such as special programs for women or ethnic
minorities, organizations could also consider ways to make
those who are deep-level dissimilar (those with different
personalities, preferences, or perspectives) feel included. For
instance, organizations could benefit from actively inviting
minority perspectives, communicating the worth of all
employees, or establishing employee networks for groups
that may be less visibly different from the norm (e.g., for
LGBT+ employees).

Specifically, in prior work three dimensions have been
outlined that need to be considered by organizations striving
toward a climate for inclusion (Nishii and Rich, 2013). The
first dimension, which lays the groundwork for the two other
dimensions, focuses on establishing a “level playing field.”
Making practices to combat unfair and biased actions visible to all
employees will send a signal about intolerance of discrimination
in the organization. Second, organizations should have an
integration strategy that facilitates inclusion of all individuals
in the workplace. As evident from our results, dissimilarity
is negatively related to inclusion. An integration strategy is
necessary in order to ensure that employees do not feel pressured
to assimilate into the dominant culture, as there are many
indications that being one’s authentic self fosters one’s well-being
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and performance (Thomaes et al., 2017; Schmader and Sedikides,
2018), while hiding or constraining one’s identity undermines
these outcomes (Hewlin, 2003; Ellemers and Barreto, 2006).
Third, decision-making should be inclusive. This ensures that
perspectives from employees who have not traditionally been
involved in the decision-making are also heard and incorporated
in the process. Sharing and integrating knowledge of everyone
not only gives a voice to all employees, but also results in more
creativity (Men et al., 2017).

Limitations and Future Research
There are several potential limitations of this study that could be
resolved in future research. A first issue regards our assessment
of perceived dissimilarity. We utilized a top-down method of
defining surface-level and deep-level dissimilarity by asking
participants whether they felt visibly or invisibly dissimilar, while
providing some examples of the two dimensions. This has the
limitation that we cannot be sure that participants agreed with
our typology (e.g., that gender and ethnicity could be considered
surface-level characteristics), and which specific characteristic
participants had in mind when they indicated feeling dissimilar.
For example, we do not know whether participants felt different
from others in terms of their personality traits, their values, or
their sexual orientation.

Furthermore, we chose to use a single dichotomous item for
each type of dissimilarity because we wanted to clearly distinguish
between employees who perceive themselves as dissimilar and
employees who perceive themselves as similar to most others at
work. This way, there would be no doubt that the participants
intended to categorize themselves as dissimilar or similar. The
disadvantage of using dichotomous items, however, is that we
do not know what the degree of perceived dissimilarity is. This
information could be important, as it may be that inclusion might
be affected only by a certain degree of dissimilarity.

The disadvantage of using single items is that single-
item measures have lower reliability and validity compared
to multi-item scales (Diamantopoulos et al., 2012). Another
disadvantage of using single items is that we only have
an indication of dissimilarity in a general sense, namely
dissimilarity compared to most others at work. However, this
doesn’t allow us to differentiate the extent to which they
feel dissimilar in subcontexts, such as relative to one’s team
members, supervisors or support staff. It is possible that the
strength of the relationship between dissimilarity and inclusion
differs per context. For instance, it may be possible that this
relationship is stronger within one’s team than in the office in
general, as interdependence may be stronger in the former than
the latter context.

Future studies addressing perceived dissimilarity at work
could use multi-item and continuous measures of dissimilarity in
order to understand the influence of the degree of dissimilarity
and the significance of dissimilarity in different contexts. For
the purposes of the current study, knowing whether participants
perceived themselves as surface-level and/or deep-level dissimilar
from others was the most important. We also note that using
single items, as we have done, is not necessarily worse than using
multi-item scales (Gardner et al., 1998).

Future research could, furthermore, use a bottom-up method
of defining dissimilarity in order to examine more in-depth
exactly what it is that makes employees feel dissimilar.
Participants could indicate in what exact ways they feel dissimilar
and whether they categorize these under surface- or deep-level
dissimilarity. This would allow a more fine-grained analysis as
to how dissimilarity on the basis of specific characteristics affects
social inclusion and what patterns can be discerned. For instance,
it would be interesting to investigate whether dissimilarity in
characteristics indicating a stigmatized status (e.g., skin color,
gender, or wearing the hijab) would be as negatively related to
felt inclusion as dissimilarity in characteristics indicating non-
stigmatized status. This is an interesting issue to explore in future
research. Furthermore, there is some indication that gender and
ethnicity might differentially affect the two subdimensions of
social inclusion, authenticity, and belonging. Namely, women
in engineering experience pressure to play down their female
identity (Faulkner, 2011), whereas African American students
experience social exclusion (Strayhorn, 2008). Hence, the first
may experience a lowered sense of inclusion through lowered
authenticity and the latter through lowered belonging. It is
also important to keep in mind that people may feel dissimilar
in multiple ways at the same time (e.g., as a Black woman
in a workplace in which White men are the majority), which
might open ways to multiple disadvantages for one person.
More research is needed to understand how dissimilarity in
intersectional terms affects people, as it is not only theoretically
relevant, but also reflects the reality in which people belong to
multiple categories at the same time (Cole, 2009).

Although our CFA indicated good fit of the measurement
model, our SEM models did not reach good fit. This means that
we did not specify all the important relationships that the data
suggests. We decided not to increase model fit by adding residual
correlations or covariances between our latent variables based on
the modification indices, since doing so does not add anything
to the theoretical model that we wanted to test. However, it
does mean that we do not yet fully understand the relationships
between job satisfaction, work-related stress, turnover intentions,
career commitment, and career advancement motivation within
the organization. As this was not the scope of the current paper,
we did not investigate this, but it is important to do so more
systematically in future research.

Furthermore, as is the convention in organizational surveys,
participants received the demographic questions first, including
whether they perceived themselves as dissimilar to their
colleagues. This could have made their dissimilarity salient and
may have influenced their answers to the questions that followed.
However, one could argue that this reflects the reality of situations
in which people are addressed in terms of their demographic
characteristics, and tend to be chronically aware of their minority
status (Kim-Ju and Liem, 2003).

Lastly, research is needed to uncover what organizations can
do to create and maintain a climate for inclusion at work.
Even though previous research has described the characteristics
of a climate for inclusion (e.g., Nishii and Rich, 2013), which
policies organizations can implement to develop such a climate,
or to prevent it from deteriorating over time, has not yet been
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examined. As the current study highlights the importance of a
climate for inclusion for people who perceive themselves as deep-
level dissimilar, longitudinal studies that focus on conditions that
foster the development of such a climate can offer an important
next step toward creating more inclusive workplaces.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the research reported in this contribution
demonstrates that subjective perceptions of dissimilarity and
the extant climate for inclusion relate to employees’ feelings of
inclusion in important ways. Our results, furthermore, suggest
that deep-level dissimilarity is an important factor in the
processes that are at work in diverse groups, even more so than
surface-level dissimilarity. More research is needed to pinpoint
which surface-level or deep-level characteristics in particular
are at play in this process and to understand how a climate
for inclusion can be realized in order to create and maintain
inclusive workplaces.
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Previous research has examined the impact of stereotypes on outcomes such as

career progression and hiring decisions. We present a novel approach to examine

the role of stereotypes in predicting self-rated leadership potential across gender and

age groups. This research sheds light on the impact of leadership-incongruent and

detrimental stereotypes about one’s gender and age, for women and older workers, on

self-ratings of leadership potential. Across three studies (totalN= 640), correlational and

experimental evidence shows differential effects of stereotypes about women (vs. men)

and older (vs. younger) people on self-ratings of their own leadership potential. Results

suggest that both gender and age stereotypes affect older workers more than their

younger counterparts (Study 1). Specifically, effects on self-rated leadership potential

at the intersectional level show that endorsement of stereotypes has opposite effects on

older women to younger men (Study 1). Furthermore, stereotyped workplace cultures

impacted women’s and older worker’s perceptions of job fit (Studies 2 and 3), also

extending to job appeal for older workers (Study 3). Results are discussed in terms of

career implications for both women and older workers, with a particular focus on older

women, whose intersecting identities are leadership stereotype-incongruent.

Keywords: gender, age, stereotypes, organizational culture, leadership potential

INTRODUCTION

In order to maintain competitive advantage, organizations must identify and nurture people with
high-potential to drive innovation (Salau et al., 2018), and ultimately succeed leaders (Stadler,
2011). To do this successfully, organizations should be able to identify those with the most
leadership potential objectively, free from bias and subjectivity. However, observation of talent
pools and leadership teams indicate that there are sociodemographic restrictions to identification
of leadership potential. That is, younger men are disproportionately represented in leadership
positions relative to their older and/or female counterparts (World Economic Forum, 2015;
Business in the Community, 2016). We take a novel approach to the study of leadership potential
by examining the psychological barriers that members of disadvantaged and stigmatized groups
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in the workplace may face in leadership attainment, because
leadership stereotypes favor men and younger workers.
Specifically, we investigate the relationship between stereotype
endorsement and stereotype reinforcement on how men (vs.
women) and younger (vs. older) workers judge their own
leadership potential. We focus on gender and age as both
have been found to impact assessments of others’ leadership
potential (Hirschfeld and Thomas, 2011; Tresh et al., 2018;
Player et al., in press).

To address gender and age inequalities in the workplace,
which are exacerbated by an aging workforce and increased
representation of women in the workplace (Business in the
Community, 2017; Catalyst, 2018), organizations need to
diversify their leadership teams. Diversity in leadership teams
has been linked with improved financial performance (McKinsey
Company, 2015) and innovation (Bantel and Jackson, 1989).
The challenges for disadvantaged gender and stigmatized age
groups in talent identification cannot be due to objective
differences in desired attributes, given that women and older
workers perform objectively as well as their younger and
male leadership counterparts (Eagly et al., 1995; Posthuma and
Campion, 2009). A more plausible explanation is psychological
biases against these groups in the form of subjective and
unfavorable evaluations. Recent research has shown that gender
is a boundary condition to the preference for potential (over
past performance) in candidates for leadership positions (Player
et al., in press). Specifically, we found that men are selected
for leadership positions based on their future potential, whereas
women are selected based on past performance (Player et al., in
press). Furthermore, women are held to higher standards than
men in order to be perceived as having leadership potential
in the eyes of men who are making a promotion decision
(Tresh et al., 2017).

The current studies examine the impact of (a) stereotype
endorsement (Study 1) and (b) stereotype reinforcement (Studies
2 and 3), on how men vs. women and younger workers vs. older
workers (e.g., Beck and Williams, 2016), rate their own potential
to lead. Societal and workplace stereotypes have provided
substantial evidence for biased evaluations against women (e.g.,
Eagly and Karau, 2002) and older workers (e.g., Abrams et al.,
2016; Swift et al., 2017) with respect to their leadership suitability
and performance. Our approach provides a useful perspective
for understanding the negative effects stereotypes might have
for attaining equal outcomes in terms of career choices and
progression. The present research contributes to the growing
body of literature challenging widely held prejudicial beliefs that
workplace stereotypes of disadvantaged and stigmatized groups
in the workplace are due to objective differences in traits and
skills or individuals’ sub-optimal career choices (e.g., Tam, 1997;
Polavieja, 2012).

LEADERSHIP POTENTIAL

“Leadership potential” is reserved by organizational evaluators
for individuals who indicate likely effectiveness in future roles,
usually with much broader responsibilities and at higher levels
in the hierarchy (Silzer and Church, 2009). Early research on
leadership potential has focused on the traits and skills which

most accurately predict leadership success in the long-term
(Hirschfeld et al., 2008; Silzer and Church, 2009; Dries and
Pepermans, 2012). More recently, research has begun to consider
the subjective nature of leadership potential (e.g., Peters and
Haslam, 2018), and the challenges with identifying specific traits
or skills (Tresh et al., 2018).

A small but consistent body of research has demonstrated
a preference for leadership potential in leadership selection,
such that candidates with leadership potential are preferred over
candidates with more leadership achievement (e.g., Tormala
et al., 2012; Sun et al., 2015). These findings seem to reflect
organizational practice- a psychological preference for potential
mirrors organizations’ desire to identify leadership potential
(Schwartz et al., 2017). It makes sense then to understand what
affects evaluations of leadership potential, especially given that an
understanding of potential impacts outcomes such as ambition
and performance (Steffens et al., 2018).

Existing research into leadership potential has focused
primarily on evaluator-candidate dyadic relationships, namely
how an evaluator perceives the candidate’s leadership potential
(e.g., Heslin, 2009; Dries and Pepermans, 2012; Peters and
Haslam, 2018). Our research presented here takes a new
perspective by investigating self-rated leadership potential
(i.e., the amount of leadership potential people attribute to
themselves). Recent research conducted by Steffens et al. (2018)
examined the consequences of receiving feedback about one’s
own leadership potential. Specifically, Steffens et al. (2018)
showed that those who are told that they have low leadership
potential show less ambition to become leaders and perform
less well in subsequent tasks compared to those who are told
that they have high leadership potential. As leadership ambition
and performance are attributes used to identify leadership
potential (Robinson et al., 2009; Silzer and Church, 2009; Dries
and Pepermans, 2012), this can undoubtedly affect leadership
attainment by increasing or reducing confidence in one’s own
leadership abilities. Little is known about the social-psychological
antecedents of self-rated leadership potential and the extent to
which this could be influenced by stereotypes about the social
groups that individuals belong to. To address this gap in the
literature, our research examines the effects of endorsing and
reinforcing gender and age stereotypes on self-rated leadership
potential. We expect that men and younger people will be
advantaged by endorsing the leadership-congruent stereotypes
about their own gender and age, and will rate themselves as
having more leadership potential as a result of endorsing them.
In contrast, we expect that women and older people will be
disadvantaged by reinforced stereotyped workplace cultures to
the extent that it impacts their job appeal, self-rated job fit, and
self-rated leadership potential.

WORKPLACE STEREOTYPES AND
LEADERSHIP

There is no evidence that the underrepresentation of women in
leadership roles is caused by women having insufficient skillsets
to assume leadership positions (Gipson et al., 2017). Instead,
research has highlighted the role of psychological biases, namely
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gender stereotypes, in perpetuating a gender bias in leadership
(Hoyt, 2010). Much of this research is focused on how gender
stereotypes lead to discriminatory practices against women, but
less on how women themselves may be impacted by societal
gender stereotypes.

The “think manager – think male” paradigm evidences
the tendency to consolidate the representation of leadership
with gender roles of men, because stereotypes of men and of
leaders both reflect agency (e.g., independence, assertiveness,
confidence). On the other hand, women are generally attributed
“communal” traits typically not associated with leadership
(e.g., kind, caring, cooperative) as described by role congruity
theory (Eagly and Karau, 2002). Research has shown that these
gender stereotypes influence children’s behavior from an early
age. For example, boys’ perceptions of gender stereotypes are
associated with their beliefs about the abilities of boys and
girls, and predict self-rated competence (Kurtz-Costes et al.,
2008). Moreover, girls’ implicit gender stereotypes are predicted
by their mothers’ implicit gender stereotypes about children
(Endendijk et al., 2013).

Studies in leadership selection have found that agentic and
typically masculine attributes are preferred over communal
and typically feminine attributes in recruitment decisions,
advantaging male candidates (Sczesny, 2004). This effect is
strengthened when the leadership role requires masculine-
typed traits (Von Stockhausen et al., 2013). Furthermore,
such biases can be held by women as well as men, with
both women and men perceiving successful managers as
holding attributes more associated with men than with
women (Schein, 1973, 1975). Nonetheless, this finding
highlights that women perceive successful managers as
having stereotypically male attributes, but not necessarily
that men are more suitable for leadership positions than
women. Evidence shows that men can hold stronger gender
biases than women (for a review see Atewologun et al.,
2018), which echoes research in social psychology on
high-status compared to low-status groups demonstrating
stronger in-group biases (Bettencourt et al., 2001). Gender
stereotypes give men a higher advantage in terms of
leadership attainment, which might explain why men are
more likely to endorse gender stereotypes than women
(Mast, 2005).

Role congruity theory offers a model applicable to other
sociodemographic groups as well as gender, such as age (Krings
et al., 2011). Evidence has shown that older workers are
equally, if not more productive and competent in the workplace
(McCann and Giles, 2002; Posthuma and Campion, 2009).
Nonetheless, research has highlighted that age stereotypes often
result in bias toward hiring candidates who are perceived to
possess stereotypically “younger” over “older” traits, and that
this is replicated even when recruiting for higher-status roles
(Abrams et al., 2016).

Age stereotypes are positioned along the warmth-competence
dimensions, according to the stereotype content model
(Fiske et al., 1999, 2002), with older people attributed greater
“warmth” and less “competence.” Pervasive age stereotypes
in the workplace suggest that older workers have lower

performance, ability, technical competence, motivation, and
productivity (Broadbridge, 2001; Cuddy and Fiske, 2002;
Posthuma and Campion, 2009). Warmth stereotypes generally
position older workers more positively, describing them
as loyal and interpersonally skilled (Warr and Pennington,
1993). However, a preference for competence-related traits in
leadership selection advantages younger candidates compared
to older candidates with objectively equal resumés (Perry
et al., 2017). In addition, older age stereotype characteristics,
such as carefulness and politeness, can disadvantage older
people in hiring decisions. Whereas, younger age stereotypes
such as creativity, adaptability, flexibility, and greater
willingness to learn new things can be preferred (Abrams
et al., 2016). As for gender stereotypes, age stereotypes
are likely to elicit the similar in-group bias for higher-
status members (younger workers) than their marginalized
counterparts (older workers) because age stereotypes about
competence give younger workers a higher advantage in
terms of leadership attainment (Finkelstein et al., 1995;
Gordon and Arvey, 2004).

ENDORSING INGROUP STEREOTYPES

Although high-status groups are more likely to endorse
advantageous group stereotypes (Finkelstein et al., 1995; Gordon
and Arvey, 2004), theory and research highlight that gender
and age stereotypes are internalized and can have a profound
effect on people’s self-definitions and behaviors. Theories such
as gender schema theory (Bem, 1981) and the expectancy
value model (Eccles et al., 1983) argue that gender stereotypes
are culturally propagated, through mechanisms such as the
socializing influence of parents, and internalized from childhood.
For example, when female managers endorse gender stereotypes,
they self-stereotype as strong in feminine skills and weak in
masculine skills (Eiksson et al., 2017). This also applies to
other contexts. For example, salient math-gender stereotypes
about women’s under-performance in math have been shown to
reduce women’s intentions to have a career in math, explained
partly by internalized beliefs about their math competence
(Song et al., 2017).

Stereotype embodiment theory (Levy, 2009) suggests that age
stereotypes, which are learnt when people are young, can lead
to similar self-stereotyping in older people. Culturally pervasive
negative age stereotypes can become internalized throughout the
life course and become increasingly salient and self-relevant as
individuals age. Endorsement of negative age stereotypes that
denote older people as physically and cognitively less capable
than younger people has been found to impact negatively on
older people’s cognitive functioning, physical health (Wurm
et al., 2007) and willingness to engage in physical activity
(Emile et al., 2014). Furthermore, the Risks of Ageism Model
(RAM) highlights how these stereotyping processes play out
in employment contexts to disadvantage older workers (Swift
et al., 2017). For instance, lack of perceived “fit” with the
organization, lack of respect, and appreciation of older workers,
are important factors that influence older workers intentions to
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exit the labor market. However, research has yet to show whether
younger workers indeed perceive more leadership potential
in themselves than older workers do, and whether this is
explained by younger worker’s greater likelihood of endorsing
age stereotypes.

We address these gaps in the literature to examine the
relationship between gender and age stereotype endorsement
and self-rated leadership potential. We expect that greater
endorsement of stereotypes by higher-status groups, in this
case men and younger workers, will provide an explanation for
higher self-rated leadership potential amongst these categories
compared to women and older workers. Specifically:

Hypothesis 1: There will be a relationship between gender and
self-rated leadership potential, such that men (vs. women)will have
higher self-rated leadership potential.

Hypothesis 2: We expect that the relationship between gender
and self-rated leadership potential will be mediated by the
endorsement of gender stereotypes.

Hypothesis 3: There will be a relationship between age and
self-rated leadership potential, such that younger people (vs. older
people) will have higher self-rated leadership potential.

Hypothesis 4:We expect that the relationship between age and
self-rated leadership potential will be mediated by the endorsement
of age stereotypes.

REINFORCING INGROUP STEREOTYPES

Evidence suggests that a context in which negative gender
and age stereotypes are salient can have an immediate effect
on women and older people’s behavior. Experimental data
shows that women are less willing to contribute ideas to
a group when the area of expertise is incongruent with
traditional gender roles or communal traits, regardless of other
group members’ behavior (Coffman, 2014). The salience of
traditional gender roles and traits for women has also been
shown to weaken some women’s attitudes and increase their
susceptibility to persuasion (Eaton et al., 2017). Similarly,
when age stereotypes that denote older people as incompetent
are made salient, older people approach tasks requiring high
competence differently, becoming more cautious in eyewitness
memory tasks (Thomas et al., 2018) and less confident in
their driving ability despite consistent objective performance
(Chapman et al., 2014). These findings are consistent with the
stereotype embodiment theory and stereotype threat theory,
such that increased anxiety about confirming negative in-
group stereotypes in stereotyped domains leads to reduced
performance (Steele, 1992, 1997). As such, contextual cues
encourage age-stereotype-congruent beliefs and behaviors (Levy,
2009; Swift et al., 2017). However, research on the effects
of negative age stereotypes have focused primarily on health
and cognition, with less research exploring the effects on
organizational outcomes.

Gender stereotypes are likely made salient during leadership
evaluations because the evaluator will assess the perceived
congruence between the individual (and their group) and the
perceived requirements of the role (Eagly and Karau, 2002).

However, there are other contextual factors that may affect
the salience of gender stereotypes in leadership evaluations.
One of these factors is organizational culture. The tendency
for evaluators to assess the perceived congruence between the
individual (and their group) and the perceived organizational
culture (Sarris and Kirby, 2005) partly explains why women are
more likely to be leaders in industries which value communal
traits such as education and healthcare, and support functions
such as human resources (e.g., Bowles et al., 2005; Gipson
et al., 2017). This is also evidenced by a wider gender gap in
leadership attainment inmasculine-typed organizational cultures
(Elesser and Lever, 2011); contexts that are more likely to elicit
stereotype threat in women (Kray and Shirako, 2011). Research
has shown that lack of fit for women affects access to networks
and mentors, career capital necessary for leadership attainment
(Simpson, 2000). Also, it is not yet known whether organizational
cultures that reinforce gender stereotypes have spill-over effects
on women’s self-rated leadership potential. Previous research has
found that women are particularly devalued when they occupy
male-dominated leadership roles (Eagly et al., 1992). Therefore,
we expect that female participants will perceive particularly
low appeal, job fit and leadership potential in themselves when
presented with masculine-typed organizational cultures. Given
that stereotypes about men are congruent with leadership, we do
not expect organizational culture (masculine or feminine) to have
an effect on men’s self-rated leadership potential.

Hypothesis 5: Gender and stereotype reinforcement (labeled
organizational culture) will interact to predict job appeal, self-
rated job fit, and self-rated leadership potential. Specifically, female
participants will self-rate significantly less job appeal, job fit, and
leadership potential in a masculine stereotyped culture than in
a feminine stereotyped culture. Organizational culture will have
no effect on male participants’ job appeal, self-rated job fit, or
self-rated leadership potential.

As with gender, contextual factors likely affect the salience of
age stereotypes in leadership evaluations. An evaluator will likely
assess the perceived congruence between the older candidate
(and their group) with the perceived requirements of the role, as
well as their perceived fit with the organizational culture (Swift
et al., 2017). This explains why organizational culture influences
preferences for younger (vs. older) candidates. For example, older
candidates are preferred in times of stability (Spisak et al., 2014)
and in traditional, stable companies (Diekman and Hirnisey,
2007). Perceptions of job fit and job appeal also predict older
people’s intentions to exit the workforce (Swift et al., 2017). As
such, we would expect organizational culture to have the same
impact on job appeal and self-rated job fit, as demonstrated in the
literature, for older participants as we do for female participants.
We would expect this to extend to self-rated leadership potential.

Hypothesis 6: Age and stereotype reinforcement (manipulated
as organizational culture) will interact to predict job appeal,
self-rated job fit, and self-rated leadership potential. Specifically,
older people will self-rate significantly less job appeal, job fit, and
leadership potential in a younger stereotyped culture than in an
older stereotyped culture. Organizational culture will have no
effect on younger people’s job appeal, self-rated job fit or self-rated
leadership potential.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 April 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 688118

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Tresh et al. Stereotypes and Self-Rated Leadership Potential

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH

This research applies a well-established literature on stereotypes
to the understanding of leadership potential and how it is
subjectively perceived by individuals.

In Study 1, we explore the relationship between stereotype
endorsement and self-rated leadership potential. We then
examine the effects of stereotype reinforcement (i.e., in the form
of organizational culture) on self-rated job appeal, job fit, and
leadership potential in Studies 2 and 3. All studies were pre-
registered via the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/83rf2/,
https://osf.io/rqhpm/, https://osf.io/j6rm5/). All studies have
ethical approval, following the authors’ institutional psychology
ethics process.

STUDY ONE

In Study 1, we test our Hypotheses 1–2 (gender) and 3–4 (age),
and analyze the mediation effects of stereotype endorsement on
individuals’ self-rated leadership potential.

Method
Participants and Design
Participants were recruited via the online crowdsourcing
platform Prolific. We recruited 276 participants initially;
19 participants either failed the attention check, provided
identifiable information or timed-out after 20min so their data
was not included in the analysis. Total participant numbers
comprised 128 men, 124 women, and 2 participants who did not
identify as either male or female1. Participants were recruited
in one of two age categories: 126 participants were in the 18–
30 category (M = 25.54, SD = 3.16) and 126 participants were
in the age 50 and older category (M = 55.80, SD = 4.98)2. The
total number of participants included in the analysis was 252.
All participants were in full- or part-time employment in the
UK. Participants received a payment of £0.50 and the average
completion time was 354.77 s (SD= 139.90).

Study 1 adopted a correlational design. We measured
the relationships between participant gender, endorsement of
agentic and communal (gender) stereotypes, and self-rated
leadership potential. We also measured the relationships between
participant age, endorsement of competence and warmth (age)
stereotypes and self-rated leadership potential.

Procedure and Materials
Participants were invited to take part in an online survey
on Qualtrics (survey software) to understand self-perceptions.
They were informed that data would be treated confidentially,
would be anonymized for publication, and that participation
was voluntary and could be withdrawn at any time. Email
contact details for two of the researchers were also supplied, and
participants gave their informed consent by clicking to take part

1Two participants indicated “other gender” however, given the gender intergroup
nature of the study and the lack of representation of non-binary categories, we did
not include these two participants in the analyses reported below.
2Three participants fell outside of the range of the two age categories and were not
included in the analysis reported below.

in the study. Participants then completed the measures as defined
below. Participants were finally presented with a full debrief of the
study, and reminded of the researchers’ contact details.

Measures
All questions were scored on a seven-point scale (1 = very much
disagree, 7= very much agree).

Gender Stereotype Endorsement
Endorsement of gender stereotypes was measured using 14
items asking participants “please indicate the extent to which you
agree with the following statements. . . Female workers are more
communal/ supportive/ competitive/ kinship-oriented/ warmer/
kind/ assertive/ nicer/ stronger/ self-sufficient/ independent/
cooperative/ capable/ confident than male workers.” Gender
stereotype descriptors were sourced from the existing literature
(e.g., Eagly and Karau, 2002; Ridgeway, 2011). Items indicating
agentic traits were reverse-coded, these included: competitive,
assertive, stronger, self-sufficient, independent, and confident.

A mean score was used as the index of endorsement of
seven agentic stereotypes (α = 0.89) and seven communal
stereotypes (α = 0.89), with higher scores indicating greater
endorsement of gender stereotypes. For example, higher scores
on agentic stereotypes indicated attitudes that men are more
agentic than women. Higher scores on communal stereotypes
indicated attitudes that women are more communal than men.

Age Stereotype Endorsement
Endorsement of age stereotypes was measured using 20 items
adapted from the “Work-related age-based stereotypes scale”
(Marcus et al., 2016) asking participants “please indicate the extent
to which you agree with the following statements. . . Older workers
are more intellectually competent/ achieve more/ physically
capable/ better performers/ productive/ skilled/ perform worse/
suitable for training/ possess greater potential/ learn faster/ more
flexible/ able to learn new things/ waste time training/ waste time
andmoney training/ warm-hearted/ warmer personalities/ likable/
cold/ kind/ friendly than younger workers.” Items indicating
competent or adaptable traits were reverse-coded, as were
“negative warm” traits, these included: intellectually competent,
achieve more, physically capable, better performers, productive,
skilled, suitable for training, possess greater potential, learn faster,
more flexible able to learn new things and cold.

The scale measured three dimensions: competence (N = 7,
α = 0.73), warmth (N = 6, α = 0.86), and adaptability
(N = 7, α = 0.68). Given that no hypotheses were made
about adaptability stereotypes and given that this scale had
low reliability we did not include this subscale in the analyses
reported below3. Competence had a low reliability and therefore
the scale was reduced to 6 items, omitting the item on
physical capability.

A final mean score was used as the index of endorsement
of competence stereotypes (α = 0.81) and warmth stereotypes
(α = 0.86), with higher scores indicating greater endorsement
of age stereotypes. For example, a high score on competence

3Results for the ‘adaptability’ dimension of the adapted ‘work-related age-based
stereotypes scale’ are available upon request.
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stereotypes reflected attitudes that younger people are more
competent than older people. A high score on warmth
stereotypes indicated attitudes that older people are warmer than
younger people.

Self-Rated Leadership Potential
Ratings of one’s own leadership potential was measured using
7 items (three items adapted from Tresh et al., 2018, and four
items adapted from Mueller et al., 2010) asking participants
“please indicate the extent to which you think you personally have
the following. . . leadership potential/ the potential to become a
successful leader/ the capability to be a leader/ the potential to
become an effective leader/ the potential to develop leadership
skills/ the potential to advance to a leadership position/ the
potential to be a leader who is a role model for my co-workers.”
A mean score was used as the index of leadership potential
(α = 0.97), with higher scores indicating higher self-rated
leadership potential4.

Results
Means and standard deviations for all measures and the bivariate
correlations between the variables are reported in Table 1. We
report the analyses by gender and then by age.

Gender

Hypothesis testing
We ran Pearson’s bivariate correlations to establish the
relationships between gender and endorsement of agentic
stereotypes, endorsement of communal stereotypes and self-
rated leadership potential. Failing to support Hypothesis 1,
gender and self-rated leadership potential were not significantly
associated; r(250) = −0.03, p = 0.63. In partial support of
hypothesis 2, there was a significant relationship between gender
and endorsement of agentic stereotypes, such that men were
more likely to endorse agentic stereotypes r(250) = −0.23,
p < 0.001. There was no relationship between gender
and endorsement of communal stereotypes; r(250) = 0.06,
p= 0.34.

To test whether there was an indirect effect between gender
and self-rated leadership potential via endorsement of gender
stereotypes (Hypothesis 2), we used PROCESS macro (Model
4; see Hayes, 2013 with 5,000 bootstraps) with gender as the
predictor (0 = men, 1 = women), endorsement of agentic
and communal stereotypes as mediators (agentic in model 1,
communal in model 2), and self-rated leadership potential as
the outcome.

Results showed that gender was a significant predictor of
endorsement of agentic stereotypes, such that men were more
likely to endorse agentic stereotypes than women (b = −0.39,
SE = 0.11, t = −3.70, p < 0.001, 95% CI −0.60, −0.18).
Endorsement of agentic stereotypes was a significant, negative
predictor of self-rated leadership potential; (b = −0.19,
SE= 0.09, t =−2.11, p= 0.04, 95% CI−0.37,−0.01). The direct
(b = −0.15, SE = 0.16, t = −0.95, p = 0.34, 95% CI −0.46, 0.16)

4We measured perceptions of access to development opportunities, reliability of
the scale and the relationship with other variables are available upon request.

TABLE 1 | Study 1: means, standard deviations and correlation matrix for

specified variables.

M(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender −0.02 −0.23** 0.06 0.03 −0.02 −0.03

2. Age −0.05 −0.00 −0.29** 0.27** −0.13*

3. Agentic

stereotypes

4.38 (0.87) −0.57** 0.33** −0.41** −0.12

4. Communal

stereotypes

4.18 (0.89) −0.40** 0.42** 0.08

5. Competence

stereotypes

3.94 (0.86) −0.70** −0.01

6. Warmth

stereotypes

4.02 (0.90) −0.04

7. Leadership

potential

5.07 (1.23)

**Correlation significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *Correlation significant at the 0.05

level (2-tailed).

and total effects were non-significant (b = −0.07, SE = 0.15,
t = −0.48, p = 0.63, 95% CI −0.38, 0.23). The indirect effect
was non-significant (Indirect effect: b = 0.08, SE = 0.05, 95% CI
−0.02, 0.20).

Gender was not a significant predictor of endorsement of
communal stereotypes (b = 0.11, SE = 0.11, t = 0.96, p = 0.34,
95% CI −0.11, 0.33), and endorsement of communal stereotypes
was not a significant predictor of self-rated leadership potential
(b = 0.12, SE = 0.09, t = 1.34, p = 0.18. 95% CI −0.05, 0.29).
The direct (b = −0.09, SE = 0.15, t = −0.56, p = 0.58, 95% CI
−0.39, 0.22) and total effects were non-significant (b = −0.07,
SE = 0.15, t = −0.48, p = 0.63, 95% CI −0.38, 0.23). The
indirect effect was non-significant (b = 0.01, SE = 0.02, 95%
CI−0.02, 0.07).

Moderation analyses
Although we found that men were more likely to endorse
agentic stereotypes than women, this did not relate to self-rated
leadership potential possibly because there was no difference
between self-rated leadership potential for men and women.
However, it is possible that for women who do endorse gender
stereotypes, there is a negative relationship with self-rated
leadership potential that does not occur for men. To test this
possibility, we conducted exploratory moderation analyses to
test the interactive effects of endorsement of gender stereotypes
and gender on self-rated leadership potential (using model 1
in PROCESS, Hayes, 2013). We introduced gender stereotypes
as predictors (agentic in model 1, communal in model 2),
participant gender as a moderator, and perceptions of self-
leadership potential as the outcome. Results were non-significant
(see Table 2).

Age

Hypothesis testing
To test Hypothesis 3, we ran Pearson’s bivariate correlations
to establish relationships between age and endorsement of
competence stereotypes, endorsement of warmth stereotypes,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 April 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 688120

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Tresh et al. Stereotypes and Self-Rated Leadership Potential

and self-rated leadership potential. In support of Hypothesis
3, there was a significant relationship between age and self-
rated leadership potential; r(250) = −0.13, p = 0.04. Younger
workers rated more leadership potential in themselves and older
workers rated less leadership potential in themselves. There
was a significant relationship between age and endorsement of
competence stereotypes; r(250) = −0.29, p < 0.001, and age and
endorsement of warmth stereotypes; r(250) = 0.27, p < 0.001.
In partial support of Hypothesis 4, younger people were more
likely to endorse competence stereotypes than older people, and
contrary to Hypothesis 4, they were less likely to endorse warmth
stereotypes than older people.

To test whether there was an indirect effect between age and
self-rated leadership potential via age stereotypes (Hypothesis
4), we used PROCESS macro (Model 4; see Hayes, 2013 with
5,000 bootstraps) with age as the predictor (0 = younger people,
1 = older people), endorsement of competence and warmth
stereotypes as mediators (competence in model 1, warmth in
model 2) and self-rated leadership potential as the outcome.

Results showed that age was a significant predictor of
endorsement of competence stereotypes, such that younger
people were more likely to endorse competence stereotypes
(b = −0.50, SE = 0.10, t = −4.81, p < 0.001, 95% CI
−0.71, −0.30). Endorsement of competence stereotypes was
not a predictor of self-rated leadership potential (b = −0.07,
SE = 0.09, t = −0.78, p = 0.44, 95% CI −0.26, −0.11). The
direct (b=−0.36, SE= 0.16, t =−2.25, p= 0.03, 95% CI−0.68,
−0.05) and total effects were significant (b = −0.33, SE = 0.15,
t =−2.12, p= 0.03, 95% CI−0.63, 0.02). The indirect effect was
non-significant (b= 0.04, SE= 0.06, 95% CI−0.07, 0.16).

Results showed that age was a significant predictor of
endorsement of warmth stereotypes, such that younger people
were less likely to endorse warmth stereotypes (b = 0.49,
SE = 0.11, t = 4.49, p < 0.001, 95% CI 0.28, 0.71), but
endorsement of warmth stereotypes was not a predictor of self-
rated leadership potential (b = −0.01, SE = 0.09, t = −0.09,
p= 0.93, 95% CI−0.18, 0.17). The direct (b=−0.32, SE= 0.16,
t = −2.01, p = 0.05, 95% CI −0.64, −0.01) and total effects

TABLE 2 | Study 1: exploratory moderated regression analysis for gender

stereotypes.

Items B SE B t p LCI UCI

AGENTIC

Agentic

stereotypes

0.21 0.28 0.74 0.46 −0.35 0.76

Gender 1.05 0.81 1.29 0.20 −0.55 2.65

Agentic

stereotypes x

Gender

−0.28 0.18 −1.50 0.13 −0.64 0.09

COMMUNAL

Communal

stereotypes

−0.08 0.27 −0.30 0.77 −0.61 0.45

Gender −0.65 0.75 −0.87 0.39 −2.13 0.82

Communal

stereotypes x

Gender

0.13 0.17 0.77 0.44 −0.21 0.48

were significant (b = −0.33, SE = 0.15, t = −2.12, p = 0.03,
95% CI −0.63, −0.02). The indirect effect was non-significant
(b=−0.004, SE= 0.06, 95% CI−0.12, 0.12).

Moderation analyses
We found support for Hypothesis 3, younger people were
associated with higher self-rated leadership potential.
Furthermore, we found partial support for Hypothesis 4
because younger people were more likely to endorse competence
stereotypes than older people. However, this did not relate
to self-rated leadership potential. It is possible that for older
workers who do endorse age stereotypes, there is a negative
relationship with self-rated leadership potential that does
not occur for younger workers. We conducted exploratory
moderation analyses to test the interactive effects of endorsement
of age stereotypes and age on self-rated leadership potential
(using model 1 in PROCESS, Hayes, 2013). We introduced
age stereotypes as predictors (competence in model 1, warmth
in model 2), participant age as a moderator, and self-rated
leadership potential as the outcome. Results were non-significant
(see Table 3).

Gender and Age
Analyzing gender and age separately we found little evidence
of a relationship between endorsing in-group stereotypes and
reduced self-rated leadership potential for women and older
people, respectively. What we did not examine is how the
intersecting identities of these groups may respond to stereotypes
with regards to either their age or gender. The literature on
discrimination toward older women indicates that a combined
identity of being leadership-incongruent in terms of both
gender and age may have more pronounced effects than being
leadership-incongruent based on a single identity (Duncan and
Loretto, 2004). This is echoed in the healthcare context, where
internalized negative stereotypes have a cumulative burden on
older women, reducing health care seeking behaviors (Chrisler
et al., 2016). It is possible that the burden of negative stereotypes

TABLE 3 | Study 1: exploratory moderated regression analysis for age

stereotypes.

Items B SE B t p LCI UCI

COMPETENCE

Competence

stereotypes

0.18 0.29 0.62 0.54 −0.39 0.74

Age 0.31 0.75 0.42 0.68 −1.16 1.79

Competence

stereotypes x

Gender

−0.17 0.19 −0.92 0.36 −0.54 0.20

WARMTH

Warmth

stereotypes

0.11 0.27 0.42 0.67 −0.42 0.65

Age 0.03 0.75 0.04 0.96 −1.45 1.52

Warmth

stereotypes x

Gender

−0.09 0.18 −0.48 0.63 −0.45 0.27
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that relate to older women’s gender and age have a similar effect
on their self-rated potential to lead.

We conducted exploratory moderation analyses to test the
main and interactive effects of gender and age, with endorsement
of gender and age stereotypes, on self-rated leadership potential
at the intersectional level of identity (using model 3 in PROCESS,
Hayes, 2013). In total, we tested four models: agentic stereotypes
(model 1), communal stereotypes (model 2), competence
stereotypes (model 3), and warmth stereotypes (model 4). Results
of the three-way interactions are reported in text because we are
particularly interested in the intersection of age and gender, all
other effects are reported in full in Table 4.

Agentic Stereotypes
We introduced endorsement of agentic stereotypes as a predictor,
and participant gender and participant age as moderators, with
self-rated leadership potential as the outcome.

Results showed no main effects of endorsement of agentic
stereotypes, participant gender, or participant age. There were no
interaction effects.

Communal Stereotypes
We introduced endorsement of communal stereotypes as
a predictor, and participant gender and participant age as
moderators, with self-rated leadership potential as the outcome.

Results showed significant main effects of endorsement of
communal stereotypes, participant gender, and participant age
on self-rated leadership potential. All two-way interaction effects
were significant.

Results showed a significant interaction between endorsement
of communal stereotypes (that women are more communal
than men), participant gender and participant age (b = 0.96,
SE = 0.35, t = 2.73, p = 0.01, 95% CI 0.27, 1.65). Conditional
effects showed that endorsement of communal stereotypes had
differential effects across age groups for men, F(1,244) = 6.25,
p = 0.01, but not women, F(1,244) = 1.90, p = 0.17. Endorsement
of communal stereotypes was marginally associated with higher
self-rated leadership potential for younger men (b = 0.28,
SE = 0.15, t = 1.92, p = 0.06, 95% CI −0.01, 0.57) but not
older men (b = −0.33, SE = 0.20, t = −1.69, p = 0.09, 95%
CI −0.71, 0.06). Conditional effects showed that endorsement of
communal stereotypes had differential effects across gender for
older workers; F(1,244) = 6.71, p= 0.01, but not younger workers
[F(1,244) = 1.37, p= 0.24]. Endorsement of communal stereotypes
was associated with higher self-rated leadership potential for
older women (b = 0.36, SE = 0.18, t = 1.99, p = 0.05, 95% CI
0.003, 0.72) but not older men (b=−0.33, SE= 0.20, t =−1.69,
p= 0.09, 95% CI−0.71, 0.06).

Competence Stereotypes
We introduced endorsement of competence stereotypes as
a predictor, and participant age and participant gender as
moderators, with self-rated leadership potential as the outcome.

Results showed a marginally-significant main effect of
endorsement of competence stereotypes and significant main
effects of participant gender and participant age on self-rated
leadership potential. All two-way interactions were significant.

Results showed a significant interaction between endorsement
of competence stereotypes (that younger people are more
competent than older people), participant age and participant
gender (b = −0.91, SE = 0.38, t = −2.42, p = 0.02, 95% CI
−1.66, −0.17). Conditional effects showed that endorsement
of competence stereotypes had differential effects across gender
for older workers, F(1, 244) = 5.24, p = 0.02, but not younger
workers F(1, 244) = 1.21, p = 0.27. Endorsement of competence
stereotypes was associated with lowered self-rated leadership
potential in older women (b = −0.49, SE = 0.20, t = −2.50,
p = 0.01, 95% CI −0.88, −0.10) but not older men (b = 0.14,
SE = 0.19, t = 0.71, p = 0.48, 95% CI −0.24, 0.51). Conditional
effects showed that endorsement of competence stereotypes had
differential effects across age groups for women, F(1, 244) = 5.73,
p = 0.02, but not men, F(1, 244) = 0.88, p = 0.35. Endorsement
of competence stereotypes was associated with lowered self-rated
leadership potential in older women (b = −0.49, SE = 0.20,
t = −2.50, p = 0.01, 95% CI −0.88, −0.10), but not younger
women (b = 0.19, SE = 0.20, t = 0.91, p = 0.36, 95%
CI−0.22, 0.59).

Warmth Stereotypes
We introduced endorsement of warmth stereotypes as a
predictor, and participant age and participant gender as
moderators, with self-rated leadership potential as the outcome.

Results showed significant main effects of endorsement of
warmth stereotypes, participant gender, and participant age
on self-perceived leadership potential. All two-way interaction
effects were significant.

Results showed a significant interaction between endorsement
of warmth stereotypes (that older people are warmer than
younger people), participant age and participant gender
(b = 1.13, SE = 0.36, t = 3.14, p = 0.002, 95% CI 0.42,
1.84). Conditional effects showed that endorsement of
warmth stereotypes had differential effects across gender
for older workers; F(1, 244) = 6.29, p = 0.01, and marginally-
significant effects for younger workers; F(1,244) = 3.61, p = 0.06.
Endorsement of warmth stereotypes was associated with lower
self-rated leadership potential for older men (b = −0.41,
SE = 0.20, t = −2.10, p = 0.04, 95% CI −0.80, −0.03) but
not older women (b = 0.28, SE = 0.20, t = 1.45, p = 0.15,
95% CI −0.10, 0.67). There were no effects for younger men
(b = 0.22, SE = 0.15, t = 1.44, p = 0.15, 95% CI −0.08,
0.52) or younger women (b = −0.22, SE = 0.17, t = −1.26,
p = 0.21, 95% CI −0.56, 0.12). Conditional effects showed
that endorsement of warmth stereotypes had differential
effects across age groups for men; F(1, 244) = 6.46, p = 0.01,
and marginally-significant effects for women; F(1, 244) = 3.68,
p = 0.06. Endorsement of warmth stereotypes was associated
with lowered self-rated leadership potential for older men
(b = −0.41, SE = 0.20, t = −2.10, p = 0.04, 95% CI −0.80,
−0.03), but not younger men (b = 0.22, SE = 0.15, t = 1.44,
p= 0.15, 95% CI−0.08, 0.52). There were no effects for younger
women (b = −0.22, SE = 0.17, t = −1.26, p = 0.21, 95% CI
−0.56, 0.12) or older women (b = 0.28, SE = 0.20, t = 1.45,
p= 0.15, 95% CI−0.10, 0.67).
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TABLE 4 | Study 1: three-way interaction between endorsement of stereotypes, participant gender and participant age on self-rated leadership potential.

Items B SE t R2
1R2 F df p LCI UCI

Agentic 0.23 0.05 2.00 7,244 0.06

Agentic stereotypes −0.99 0.88 −1.13 0.26 −2.71 0.74

Gender −2.86 2.57 −1.11 0.27 −7.91 2.20

Age −3.69 2.58 −1.43 0.15 −8.77 1.39

Agentic stereotypes x

Gender

0.61 0.58 1.06 0.29 −0.52 1.75

Agentic stereotypes x

Age

0.76 0.57 1.34 0.18 −0.36 1.87

Gender x Age 2.48 1.63 1.52 0.13 −0.73 5.69

Agentic stereotypes x

Gender x Age

−0.57 0.37 −1.54 0.12 −1.29 0.16

0.01 2.37 1,244 0.12

Communal 0.24 0.06 2.19 7,244 0.04

Communal stereotypes 2.11 0.81 2.62 0.01 0.53 3.70

Gender 5.02 2.27 2.21 0.03 0.55 9.49

Age 6.20 2.33 2.66 0.01 1.60 10.79

Communal stereotypes

x Gender

−1.22 0.53 −2.32 0.02 −2.27 −0.18

Younger

workers

1.37 1,244 0.24

Older workers 6.71 1,244 0.01

Communal stereotypes

x Age

−1.57 0.55 −2.85 0.005 −2.65 −0.49

Men 6.25 1,244 0.01

Women 1.90 1,244 0.17

Gender x Age −4.00 1.50 −2.66 0.01 −6.95 −1.04

Communal stereotypes

x Gender x Age

0.06 0.03 7.44 1,244 0.01

0.96 0.35 2.73 0.01 0.27 1.65

Younger men 0.28 0.15 1.92 0.06 −0.01 0.57

Younger

women

0.01 0.18 0.08 0.94 −0.33 0.36

Older men −0.33 0.20 −1.69 0.09 −0.71 0.06

Older women 0.36 0.18 1.99 0.05 0.003 0.72

Competence 0.22 0.05 1.83 7,244 0.08

Competence

stereotypes

−1.53 0.87 −1.76 0.08 −3.25 0.19

Age −4.72 2.30 −2.06 0.04 −9.24 −0.20

Gender −4.77 2.46 −1.94 0.05 −9.61 0.07

Competence

stereotypes x Age

1.15 0.57 2.00 0.05 0.02 2.28

Men 0.88 1,244 0.35

Women 5.73 1,244 0.02

Competence

stereotypes x Gender

1.20 0.59 2.04 0.04 0.04 2.36

Younger

workers

1.21 1,244 0.27

Older workers 5.24 1,244 0.02

Age x Gender 3.49 1.52 2.30 0.02 0.50 6.49

Competence

stereotypes x Age x

Gender

−0.91 0.38 −2.42 0.02 −1.66 −0.17

0.05 0.02 5.85 1,244 0.02

(Continued)
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TABLE 4 | Continued

Items B SE t R2
1R2 F df p LCI UCI

Younger men −0.10 0.16 −0.62 0.54 −0.41 0.22

Younger

women

0.19 0.20 0.91 0.36 −0.22 0.59

Older men 0.14 0.19 0.71 0.48 −0.24 0.51

Older women −0.49 0.20 −2.50 0.01 −0.88 −0.10

Warmth 0.24 0.06 2.15 7,244 0.04

Warmth stereotypes 2.42 0.83 2.93 0.004 0.79 4.05

Age 6.91 2.35 2.95 0.004 2.29 11.53

Gender 6.21 2.15 2.88 0.004 1.97 10.45

Warmth stereotypes x

Age

−1.76 0.56 −3.14 0.002 −2.87 −0.66

Men 6.46 1,244 0.01

Women 3.68 1,244 0.06

Warmth stereotypes x

Gender

−1.57 0.54 −2.92 0.004 −2.63 −0.51

Younger

workers

3.61 1,244 0.06

Older workers 6.29 1,244 0.01

Age x Gender −4.63 1.50 −3.10 0.002 −7.57 −1.68

Warmth stereotypes x

Age x Gender

1.13 0.36 3.14 0.002 0.42 1.84

0.06 0.04 9.88 1,244 0.002

Younger men 0.22 0.15 1.44 0.15 −0.08 0.52

Younger

women

−0.22 0.17 −1.26 0.21 −0.56 0.12

Older men −0.41 0.20 −2.10 0.04 −0.80 −0.03

Older women 0.28 0.20 1.45 0.15 −0.10 0.67

Discussion
The results of Study 1 demonstrate the effects of leadership-
incongruent stereotypes across gender and age groups on self-
rated leadership potential. Across the age stereotypes, the effects
were negative for older people but this was dependent on gender.
Specifically, endorsing stereotypes about older people’s warmth
was associated with reduced self-rated leadership potential
for older men but not older women. Furthermore, endorsing
stereotypes about older people’s competence was associated with
reduced self-rated leadership potential for older women but
not older men. Nonetheless, older women had higher self-
rated leadership potential the more they endorsed communal
stereotypes about women, something that younger women did
not benefit from. Interestingly, endorsing stereotypes about
women’s communality was associated with high self-rated
leadership potential in younger men. None of the stereotypes
related to self-rated leadership potential for younger women.
Overall, the results indicate that endorsing stereotypes about both
gender and age have some negative impact on older people but
not younger people.

We found that gender was not directly related to self-rated
leadership potential. Although this failed to support Hypothesis
1, results revealed that men are more likely to endorse agency-
based gender stereotypes, partially supporting Hypothesis 2, but
this did not translate to higher self-rated leadership potential.

In support of Hypothesis 3, we found that age was directly
related to self-rated leadership potential. Although younger
people were more likely to endorse competency-based age
stereotypes, we did not find a mediation effect, failing to
support Hypothesis 4.

Our exploratory analyses shed light on intersectionality issues.
There was no negative interaction of gender or age stereotypes for
neither younger men nor younger women. For younger men this
would be expected given that gender stereotypes are leadership-
congruent based on both their gender and age. However,
we would expect gender stereotypes to interact for self-rated
leadership potential for younger women to some degree because
their gender (but not age) identity is leadership-incongruent.
Perhaps in this study the salience of their age counteracted the
negative effects of gender stereotypes, something to investigate in
future research.

Age interacted with both age stereotypes and gender
stereotypes. Endorsing age stereotypes around competency was
detrimental for older women in terms of self-rated leadership
potential, compared to their male and younger counterparts.
Endorsement of warmth stereotypes had a potentially negative
relationship with self-rated leadership potential for older men.
Perhaps for older men, the warmth associated with aging
becomes more salient than the agency associated with their
gender. This was the opposite for older women, whose
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self-rated leadership potential increased when they endorsed
communal traits about women. Interestingly, agency-based
gender stereotypes had no interactive effects. Perhaps the nuances
in the intersectional identities of these groups warrants further
exploration. For example, intersectional identities become
embedded within one another, interacting to form one unique
identity through which inequality is experienced (Harnois, 2014;
Martin et al., 2018).

Our findings could be explained by a generational difference
between our participant groups. That is, older people may
be more sensitive to all societal stereotypes than younger
people. Our findings may also reflect the gendered nature of
age stereotypes which may explain why age stereotypes were
related to self-rated leadership potential differently for older men
and older women. Martin et al. (2018) explain the gendered
expectations of men and women as they age, showing that older
men are expected to “lose” their agency.We found oldermenwho
endorse this, indicated by endorsement of older people’s warmth,
have lowered self-rated leadership potential.

Although we did not find a relationship between gender
and self-rated leadership potential, we found this relationship
for age. Perhaps the salience of societal gender roles is
diminishing, or younger women better “manage” pervasive
workplace stereotypes than their older counterparts. However,
typical organizational cultures are often stereotypically masculine
and younger with respect to the organizational norms, attitudes
and behaviors endorsed within the workplace. As women and
older people make decisions about job opportunities, these
stereotyped cultures are likely to become more salient (Cochran
et al., 2013; Kulik et al., 2016).We examine the role of stereotyped
organizational cultures for women and older people’s self-rated
leadership potential in Studies 2 and 3.

STUDY TWO

In Study 2 we experimentally test Hypothesis 5 to examine
whether the salience of a “masculine” organizational culture,
compared to a “feminine” organizational culture, will
reduce women’s job appeal, self-rated job fit, and self-rated
leadership potential.

Method
Participants and Design
We recruited 228 participants through Prolific crowdsourcing
platform. We removed 29 participants for the same reasons
as outlined in Study 1, no participants were removed based
on their responses to manipulation checks, reaching a final
sample of 199 participants (94 men, 105 women, 18–67 years;
M = 36.00, SD= 8.52). All participants were in full- or part-time
employment. Participants received a payment of £0.95 and the
average completion time was 342.00 (SD= 145.65).

The study adopted a 2 Participant gender (men vs. women) x
2 Workplace culture (agentic vs. communal) quasi-experimental
mixed design. Participant gender was a between-participants
variable, whereas workplace culture was a within-participants
variable. Dependent variables measured job appeal, job fit and
self-rated leadership potential.

Procedure and Materials
Participants were invited to take part in an online survey on
Qualtrics exploring people’s job choices. They were provided
with the same consent information as in study 1 and gave
informed consent by clicking to continue. Participants were
presented randomly with the masculine or feminine workplace
culture condition first or second. In each condition, participants
initially viewed a fictional online job advert for a leader in
a UK-based company. The job adverts for both conditions
began with the phrase “We are recruiting new leaders in the
UK!” and were identically presented and worded, except for
the name of the company to ensure meaningful comparison
(“The Smith Group” or “The Jones Group”) and descriptors
that were linked with either masculine or feminine workplace
stereotypes. The descriptors used in the masculine workplace
condition were: independent, competitive, confident, assertive,
and providing autonomy; those used for the feminine workplace
condition were: cooperative, warm, supportive, connecting with
people, and providing communality. Descriptors were sourced
from the existing literature (e.g., Eagly and Karau, 2002). No
other information on the type of employer, such as size or
industry, was included.

Participants completed a manipulation check and dependent
measures after each advert before reviewing both adverts again
and answering dependentmeasure choice-questions. Participants
completed demographic questions on age, gender and ethnic
origin and were finally presented with a full debrief.

Measures
Questions were scored on a seven-point scale (1 = very
much disagree, 7 = very much agree), with the exception of
choice questions.

Manipulation Checks
To measure the extent to which participants perceived the
organization to be masculine or feminine, participants indicated
their agreement with two items: “Think about this job advert and
please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following. . .
women would enjoy this job/ men would enjoy this job.”

Job Appeal
Job appeal was measured using 5 items (adapted from Gaucher
et al., 2011) asking participants “please indicate to what extent you
agree or disagree with the following statements. . . I think I could
enjoy this job/ this is not a job I would want/ this company would
be a good employer/ this job looks interesting/ this company seems
like a great place to work.” A mean score was used as the index
of job appeal, with higher scores indicating higher job appeal
(masculine α = 0.88, feminine α = 0.87). Two choice questions
also measured job appeal, asking participants “Which job would
you be most likely to want?/enjoy?”

Job Fit
Job fit was measured using 4 items (adapted from Gaucher et al.,
2011) asking participants “please indicate to what extent you agree
or disagree with the following statements. . . I could fit in well at this
company/ I’m similar to the people who work in this company/ My
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values and this company’s values are similar/ The type of people
who would apply for this job are very different from me.” A mean
score was used as the index of job appeal, with higher scores
indicating higher job fit (masculine α = 0.91, feminine α = 0.89).
Two choice questions also measured job fit, asking participants
“Which job would be the best fit for you?/ The people at which
company do you think would be most similar to you?”

Self-Rated Leadership Potential
Self-rated leadership potential was measured using 7 items asking
participants “to what extent to you agree or disagree that the
[company name] offers you the opportunity to fulfill your. . .
leadership potential/ potential to become a successful leader/
capability to become a successful leader, potential to develop
leadership skills/ potential to advance to a leadership position/
potential to become a leader is a role-model for your co-workers”
The items were as in Study 1. A mean score was used as the index
of self-rated leadership potential, with higher scores indicating
higher leadership potential (masculine α = 0.95, feminine
α = 0.95). Two choice questions also measured leadership
potential, asking participants “Which job can help you fulfill your
potential to be a successful leader?/ Which job can help you fulfill
your potential to advance to a leadership position?”5.

Results
To test the interaction between gender and gender-stereotyped
organizational culture on self-rated leadership potential for men
and women, we conducted a repeated-measures ANOVA with
gender (men vs. women) as a between-participants variables
and workplace culture (masculine, feminine) as the within-
participants variable.

Manipulation Checks

Organizational culture and gender stereotypes
There was a significant main effect of organizational culture on
perceptions of women enjoying the role, F(1, 197) = 14.77, p <

0.001, η2
= 0.07. Participants perceived that women would

be more likely to enjoy the feminine organizational culture
(M = 5.38, SD= 1.10) than the masculine organizational culture
(M = 5.12, SD = 1.16). There was no main effect of gender
[F(1, 197) = 0.37, p = 0.54, η2

= 0.002] and no interaction effect
[F(1, 197) = 0.02, p= 0.88, η2

< 0.001].
There was no main effect of organizational culture on

perceptions of men enjoying the role [F(1, 197) = 0.16, p = 0.69,
η2

= 0.001]. There was no main effect of gender [F(1, 197) = 0.10,
p = 0.76, η2

< 0.001] and no interaction effect [F(1, 197) = 0.07,
p= 0.80, η2

< 0.001].

Dependent Measures

Job appeal
There was a significant main effect of organizational culture on
job appeal, F(1, 197) = 37.93, p < 0.001, η2

= 0.16. The job in
the feminine organizational culture was perceived to be more
appealing (M = 4.75, SD = 1.07) than the job in the masculine

5We also measured leadership aspirations, reliability of the scale and the
relationship with other variables are available upon request.

TABLE 5 | Study 2: means and standard deviations for job appeal, job fit, and

self-rated leadership potential.

Male participants Female participants

Masculine Feminine Masculine Feminine

M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)

Job appeal 4.26 (1.08) 4.66 (1.03) 4.32 (1.17) 4.84 (1.10)

Job fit 3.96 (1.23) 4.34 (1.15) 3.87 (1.26) 4.53 (1.18)

Leadership potential 5.10 (1.08) 5.27 (0.94) 5.30 (0.91) 5.59 (0.78)

TABLE 6 | Study 2: correlation matrix for job appeal (agentic and communal), job

fit (agentic and communal), and self-rated leadership potential (agentic and

communal).

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Job appeal

(agentic)

0.54** 0.86** 0.49** 0.39** 0.24**

2. Job appeal

(communal)

0.48** 0.79** 0.31** 0.45**

3. Job fit

(agentic)

0.57** 0.24** 0.13

4. Job fit

(communal)

0.11 0.24**

5. Leadership

potential

(agentic)

0.65**

6. Leadership

potential

(communal)

**Correlation significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

organizational culture (M = 4.29, SD = 1.12). There was no
main effect of participant gender on job appeal [F(1, 197) = 0.76,
p = 0.39, η2

= 0.004] and no interaction effect [F(1, 197) = 0.59,
p = 0.45, η2

= 0.003]. All means and standard deviations for
Study 2 are reported in Table 5 and correlations in Table 6.

There was no association between gender and wanting the job
in either culture [χ2

(1, N=199) = 0.69, p = 0.41]. There was no

association between gender and perceptions of enjoying the job
in either culture [χ2

(1, N=199) = 0.05, p= 0.83].

Job fit
There was a significant main effect of organizational culture on
perceived fit, F(1, 197) = 43.12, p< 0.001, η2

= 0.18. The feminine
organizational culture was perceived to be higher fit (M = 4.44,
SD= 1.16) than the masculine organizational culture (M = 3.91,
SD = 1.24). There was no main effect of participant gender on
perceived fit [F(1, 197) = 0.10, p= 0.76, η2

< 0.001].
The main effect of organizational culture was qualified by a

marginally-significant interaction between organizational culture
and participant gender, F(1, 197) = 2.96, p = 0.09, η2

= 0.02.
Further analyses showed that women perceived more fit in the
feminine organizational culture (M = 4.53, SD = 1.18) than
the masculine organizational culture (M = 3.87, SD = 1.26);
F(1, 197) = 36.34, p < 0.001, η2

= 0.16. Men also perceived more
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fit in the feminine organizational culture (M = 4.34, SD = 1.15)
than the masculine organizational culture (M = 3.96, SD= 1.23);
F(1, 197) = 11.13, p= 0.001, η2

= 0.05, although to a lesser extent
than women.

There was no association between gender and perceiving
a better fit either culture [χ2

(1, N=199) = 0.98, p = 0.32].

There was no association between gender and perceptions of
similarity to other people in the company in either culture
[χ2

(1, N=199) = 0.69, p= 0.41].

Self-Rated leadership potential
There was a significant main effect of organizational culture
on self-rated leadership potential, F(1, 197) = 17.63, p < 0.001,
η2

= 0.08. Participants self-rated higher leadership potential in
the feminine organizational culture (M = 5.44, SD = 0.87) than
the masculine organizational culture (M = 5.20, SD = 1.00).
There was a significant main effect of participant gender on self-
rated leadership potential, F(1, 197) = 4.76, p = 0.03, η2

= 0.02.
Women self-rated higher leadership potential (M = 5.45,
SD = 0.08) than men (M = 5.19, SD = 0.09). There was no
interaction effect between organizational culture and participant
gender on self-rated leadership potential [F(1, 197) = 1.18,
p= 0.28, η2

= 0.01].
There was no association between gender and perceptions

of fulfilling potential in either culture [χ2
(1, N=199) = 1.75,

p = 0.19]. There was no association between gender and
perceptions of advancing to a leadership position in either culture
[χ2

(1, N=199) = 0.53, p= 0.47].

Intersectional Analyses
To test the intersectional effects of gender stereotyped
organizational culture on self-rated leadership potential, we
conducted an exploratory analysis using participant age as a
continuous moderator (using model 1 in PROCESS, Hayes,
2013). We introduced gender as the predictor, participant age
as a continuous moderator variable. To test the interaction
of participant gender and participant age on the dependent
variables (job appeal in models 1–2, job fit in models 3–4,
and self-rated leadership potential in models 5–6), we ran the
moderations independently for each culture (masculine culture
in models 1, 3, 5 and feminine culture in models 2, 4, 6).

Job Appeal
In model 1, there was no main effect of gender (b = −0.74, SE
= 0.70, t = −1.06, p = 0.29, 95% CI −2.13, 0.64) or age (b =

−0.04, SE = 0.03, t = −1.33, p = 0.18, 95% CI −0.10, 0.02), and
no interaction of gender and age (b = 0.02, SE = 0.02, t = 1.17,
p = 0.24, 95% CI −0.02, 0.06) on job appeal in the masculine
organizational culture.

In model 2, there was no main effect of gender (b = −0.66,
SE = 0.67, t = −0.99, p = 0.32, 95% CI −1.98, 0.66) or age (b
= −0.04, SE = 0.03, t = −1.19, p = 0.24, 95% CI −0.09, 0.02),
and no interaction of gender and age (b = 0.02, SE = 0.02, t =
1.29, p= 0.20, 95% CI−0.01, 0.06) on job appeal in the feminine
organizational culture.

Job fit
In model 3, there was no main effect of gender (b = −0.47, SE
= 0.78, t = −0.60, p = 0.55, 95% CI −2.00, 1.07) or age (b =

−0.02, SE = 0.03, t = −0.61, p = 0.54, 95% CI −0.09, 0.05), and
no interaction between gender and age (b = 0.01, SE = 0.02, t =
0.49, p = 0.62, 95% CI −0.03, 0.05) on perceptions of job fit in
the masculine organizational culture.

In model 4, there was no main effect of gender (b = −0.62,
SE = 0.72, t = −0.86, p = 0.39, 95% CI −2.05, 0.81) or age (b
= −0.03, SE = 0.03, t = −0.84, p = 0.40, 95% CI −0.09, 0.04),
and no interaction of gender and age (b = 0.02, SE = 0.02, t =
1.15, p = 0.25, 95% CI −0.02, 0.06) on perceptions of job fit in
the feminine organizational culture.

Self-Rated leadership potential
In model 5, there was no main effect of gender (b = −0.62, SE
= 0.62, t = −1.00, p = 0.32, 95% CI −1.84, 0.60) or age (b =

−0.04, SE = 0.03, t = −1.55, p = 0.12, 95% CI −0.10, 0.01), and
no interaction effect between gender and age (b= 0.02, SE= 0.02,
t = 1.35, p = 0.18, 95% CI −0.01, 0.06) on self-rated leadership
potential in the masculine organizational culture.

In model 6, there was no main effect of gender (b=−0.17, SE
= 0.54, t = −0.31, p = 0.75, 95% CI −1.23, 0.89), no main effect
of age (b=−0.02, SE= 0.02, t =−0.75, p= 0.45, 95% CI−0.06,
0.03), and no interaction of gender and age (b = 0.01, SE = 0.01,
t = 0.94, p = 0.35, 95%CI −0.01, 0.04) on self-rated leadership
potential in the feminine organizational culture.

Discussion
We found two interesting and unexpected findings in Study
2. First, there was an overall preference for the feminine
organizational culture across both genders. This finding
partially supports Hypothesis 5, women preferred the feminine
organizational culture, but men’s preference for the feminine
organizational culture was not hypothesized. This preference
may reflect a general orientation toward less hierarchical and
more cooperative workplace cultures in recognition of the
benefits this can bring in terms of performance and commitment
(e.g., Triguero-Sánchez et al., 2018).

Second, and contrary to Hypothesis 1, women self-rated
higher leadership potential than men. This reflects the nature
of the findings in Study 1- women do not rate less leadership
potential in themselves compared to men. Although assessments
of leadership potential in others are affected by gender to the
detriment of women (Tresh et al., 2018; Player et al., in press),
self-assessments of leadership potential for younger women are
not—at least directly. The limited age range of our participants
may provide an explanation for why we did not replicate
the intersectional effects found in Study 1. Further research
is warranted with a representative sample of older people to
determine these effects.

Organizational culture had the biggest impact on women
in terms of perceived fit—although both women and men
perceived more fit in the feminine organizational culture,
this difference was greater for women. Our conclusion
can be framed positively—even when women perceive low
organizational fit, this does not reduce their self-rated of
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leadership potential. However, research on women’s career
progression suggests that low organizational fit inhibits access
to informal networks, inclusion, and stretch opportunities
(Simpson, 2000). Nonetheless, high self-rated leadership
potential in younger women may reflect the apparent leadership
advantage and disadvantage—the progress made toward gender
equality coupled with lack of achievement in fully reaching it
(Eagly, 2007).

Overall, the findings of Study 2 partially support our
hypotheses. Women, and also men, prefer a stereotypically
feminine organizational culture. Women self-rated higher
leadership potential than men, though the intersectional nature
of this should be determined.

STUDY THREE

In Study 1 we found that men and younger people are more
likely to endorse the “beneficial” stereotypes that relate them
more closely to leadership than women and/ or their older
counterparts. Whereas, endorsing gender stereotypes did not
interact to predict self-rated leadership potential for younger
women, both gender and age stereotypes interacted to predict
self-rated leadership potential for older women. Furthermore,
older men are potentially negatively affected in terms of self-rated
leadership potential by the warmth attributed to older people. In
this study, we extend societal stereotypes to reinforced workplace
stereotypes to test Hypothesis 6.

Method
Participants and Design
We recruited 217 participants through Prolific. After removing
28 participants for the reasons outlined in study 1, no participants
were removed based on their responses to manipulation checks,
and 189 participants were retained and their data used in the
analyses presented below (49 men, 140 women, 18–65 years;
M = 40.97, SD = 15.17). There were 93 participants in the
younger group (M = 26.05, SD = 3.08) and 96 participants in
the older group (M = 55.43, SD = 4.16). All participants were in
full- or part-time employment. Participants were paid £0.95 for
taking part in the online study and the average completion time
was 382.03 (SD= 146.14).

The Study adopted a 2 Participant age (younger vs. older) x
2 Workplace culture (younger, older) quasi-experimental mixed
design. Participant age was a between-participants variable,
whereas workplace culture was a within-participants variable.
Dependent variables measured job appeal, job fit, and self-rated
leadership potential.

Procedure and Materials
The procedure for study three mirrored that for study two.
The only difference was the manipulation of workplace culture,
which was operationalized to reflect younger and older workplace
cultures rather than masculine and feminine cultures.

The descriptors used in the younger workplace condition
were: keen, energetic, ambitious, willing to learn, and fast
learner; those used for the older workplace condition
were experienced, mature, knowledgeable, professional, and

provides stability. Descriptors were sourced from the existing
literature (Posthuma and Campion, 2009; Swift et al., 2013;
Abrams et al., 2016).

Measures
Questions were scored on a seven-point scale (1 = very
much disagree, 7 = very much agree), with the exception of
choice questions.

Manipulation Checks
The measures adopted in study three replicate those used in
study two, referring to age (i.e., “younger people” or “older
people”) instead of gender. Therefore, the same items were
used for the manipulation checks: “Think about this job advert
and please indicate the extent to which you agree with the
following. . . younger people would enjoy this job/ older people
would enjoy this job.”

Dependent Measures
Measures of job appeal (younger culture α = 0.89; older culture
α= 0.88), job fit (younger culture α= 88; older culture α= 0.87),
and self-rated leadership potential (younger culture α = 0.96;
older culture α= 0.96) were the same as those used in study two6.

Results
To test the interaction between age and age-stereotyped
organizational culture on self-rated leadership potential for
younger and older workers, we conducted a repeated-measures
ANOVA with age (younger workers vs. older workers) as a
between-participants variables and workplace culture (younger,
older) as the within-participants variable.

Manipulation Checks

Organizational culture and age stereotypes
There was a significant main effect of organizational culture
on perceptions of younger workers enjoying the role,
F(1, 187) = 30.97, p< 0.001, η2

= 0.14. Participants perceived
younger people to be more likely to enjoy the younger
organizational culture (M = 5.25, SD = 1.27) than the older
organizational culture (M = 4.66, SD = 1.21). There was a
significant main effect of participant age on perceptions of
younger workers enjoying the role, F(1, 187) = 8.03, p = 0.005,
η2

= 0.04. Participants were more likely to perceive that
younger people would enjoy this role, if they were older workers
(M = 5.16, SD= 0.10) compared to younger workers (M = 4.75,
SD = 0.10). There was no interaction effect [F(1, 187) = 0.41,
p= 0.52, η2

= 0.002].
There was a significant main effect of organizational culture

on perceptions of older people enjoying the role, F(1, 187) = 36.33,
p < 0.001, η2

= 0.16. Participants perceived older people to be
more likely to enjoy the older organizational culture (M = 4.80,
SD = 1.21) than the younger organizational culture (M = 4.18,
SD = 1.45). There was no main effect of participant age
[F(1, 187) = 2.00, p = 0.16, η2

= 0.01], and no interaction effect
[F(1, 187) = 0.003, p= 0.95, η2

< 0.001].

6We also measured leadership aspirations, reliability of the scale and the
relationship with other variables are available upon request.
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TABLE 7 | Study 3: means and standard deviations for job appeal, job fit, and

self-rated leadership potential.

Younger participants Older participants

Younger

culture

Older

culture

Younger

culture

Older

culture

M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)

Job appeal 4.66 (1.22) 4.48 (1.14) 4.25 (1.16) 4.54 (1.09)

Job fit 4.20 (1.25) 4.12 (1.11) 3.82 (1.25) 4.24 (1.20)

Leadership potential 5.23 (1.21) 5.24 (1.15) 5.42 (0.93) 5.44 (0.88)

Dependent Measures

Job appeal
There was no main effect of organizational culture on job
appeal [F(1, 187) = 0.50, p = 0.48, η2

= 0.003]. There was no
main effect of participant age on job appeal [F(1, 187) = 1.45,
p = 0.23, η2

= 0.01]. There was a significant interaction
between organizational culture and participant age on job appeal,
F(1, 187) = 10.01, p= 0.002, η2

= 0.05.
Further analyses showed that in the younger organizational

culture younger workers perceived the job to be more appealing
(M = 4.67, SD = 1.22) than older workers (M = 4.25,
SD = 1.16), F(1, 187) = 5.77, p = 0.02, η2

= 0.03. There was no
difference in the older organizational culture [F(1, 187) = 0.11,
p = 0.74, η2

= 0.001]. Older people perceived the job in the
older organizational culture to be more appealing (M = 4.54,
SD= 1.09) than in the younger organizational culture (M= 4.25,
SD= 1.16), F(1, 187) = 7.60, p= 0.006, η2

= 0.04. Younger people
did not perceive the job in either culture as significantly more
appealing than the other [F(1, 187) = 2.98, p = 0.09, η2

= 0.02].
All means and standard deviations for Study 3 are reported in
Table 7 and correlations in Table 8.

There was a significant association between age and wanting
the job in either culture, χ2

(1, N=189) = 6.47, p= 0.01. Specifically,

older people were more likely to want the job in the older
organizational culture (66.7%) than the younger organizational
culture (33.3%). There was a significant association between
age and perceptions of enjoying the job in either culture,
χ2
(1, N=189) = 13.72, p < 0.001. Specifically, older people were

more likely to perceive that they would enjoy the job in the older
organizational culture (65.6%) than the younger organizational
culture (34.4%).

Job fit
There was a main effect of organizational culture on perceived
fit, F(1, 187) = 5.14, p = 0.02, η2

= 0.03. The older
organizational culture was perceived to be higher fit (M = 4.18,
SD = 1.16) than the younger organizational culture (M = 4.01,
SD = 1.26). There was no main effect of participant age
on perceived fit [F(1, 187) = 0.65, p = 0.42, η2

= 0.003].
There was a significant interaction between organizational
culture and participant age on perceived fit, F(1, 187) = 11.16,
p= 0.001, η2

= 0.06.

TABLE 8 | Study 3: correlation matrix for all dependent variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Job appeal

(younger culture)

0.60** 0.81** 0.57** 0.59** 0.42**

2. Job appeal

(older culture)

0.54** 0.83** 0.41** 0.54**

3. Job fit

(younger culture)

0.62** 0.41** 0.26**

4. Job fit (older

culture)

0.35** 0.44**

5. Leadership

potential

(younger culture)

0.70**

6. Leadership

potential (older

culture)

**Correlation significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Further analyses showed that in the younger organizational
culture younger workers perceived greater organizational
fit (M = 4.20, SD = 1.25) than older workers (M = 3.82,
SD = 1.25), F(1, 187) = 4.36, p = 0.04, η2

= 0.02. There
was no difference in the older organizational culture
[F(1, 187) = 0.54, p = 0.46, η2

= 0.003]. Older people perceived
greater organizational fit in the older organizational culture
(M = 4.25, SD = 1.20) than in the younger organizational
culture (M = 3.82, SD = 1.25), F(1, 187) = 15.98, p
< 0.001, η2

= 0.08. Younger people did not perceive
greater organizational fit in either culture [F(1, 187) = 0.57,
p= 0.45, η2

= 0.003].
There was a significant association between age and

perceiving a better fit either culture, χ2
(1,N=189) = 8.05,

p = 0.005. Specifically, older people were more likely to
perceive a better fit in the older organizational culture
(66.7%) than the younger organizational culture (32.3%). There
was a significant association between age and perceptions
of similarity to other people in the company in either
culture, χ2

(1,N=189) = 5.75, p = 0.02. Specifically, older

people were more likely to perceive similarity to people in
the older organizational culture (66.7%) than the younger
organizational culture (33.3%).

Self-Rated leadership potential
There was no main effect of organizational culture on self-rated
leadership potential [F(1, 187) = 0.08, p= 0.77, η2

< 0.001]. There
was no main effect of participant age on self-rated leadership
potential [F(1, 187) = 2.03, p = 0.16, η2

= 0.01. There was no
interaction effect between organizational culture and participant
age on self-rated leadership potential [F(1, 187) = 0.02, p = 0.89,
η2

< 0.001].
There was no association between age and perceptions

of fulfilling potential in either culture [χ2
(1,N=189) = 1.50,

p = 0.22]. There was no association between age and
perceptions of advancing to a leadership position in either culture
[χ2

(1,N=189) = 0.41, p= 0.52].
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Intersectional Analyses
To test the intersectional effects of age stereotyped organizational
culture on self-rated leadership potential, we conducted an
exploratory analysis using repeated-measures ANOVA with age
and gender as between-participants variables and workplace
culture as the within-participants variable. This resulted in
28 younger men, 65 younger women, 21 older men, and 75
older women.

Job appeal
There was no main effect of participant gender on job appeal
[F(1, 185) = 0.69, p = 0.41, η2

= 0.004]. There was no interaction
effect between participant age and participant gender on job
appeal [F(1, 185) = 1.55, p = 0.21, η2

= 0.01]. There was no
interaction effect between organizational culture and participant
gender on job appeal [F(1, 185) = 0.02, p = 0.89, η2

< 0.001].
There was no three-way interaction between participant age,
participant gender and organizational culture on job appeal
[F(1, 185) = 0.35, p= 0.56, η2

= 0.002].

Job fit
There was no main effect of participant gender on perceived
fit [F(1, 185) = 0.26, p = 0.61, η2

= 0.001]. There was no
interaction effect between participant age and participant gender
on perceived fit [F(1, 185) = 0.88, p = 0.35, η2

= 0.01]. However,
there was a significant interaction effect between organizational
culture and participant gender on perceived fit; F(1, 185) = 8.46,
p < 0.005, η2

= 0.04. Further analyses showed that women
perceived greater organizational fit in the older organizational
culture (M = 4.28, SD = 1.14) than the younger organizational
culture (M = 3.98, SD = 1.25), F(1, 185) = 12.13, p = 0.001,
η2

= 0.06. Men perceived no difference in organization fit
between the cultures [F(1, 185) = 1.77, p = 0.19, η2

= 0.01].
There was no three-way interaction between participant age,
participant gender and organizational culture on perceived fit
[F(1, 185) = 0.01, p= 0.93, η2

< 0.001].

Self-rated leadership potential
There was a significant main effect of participant gender on self-
rated leadership potential, F(1, 185) = 5.23, p = 0.02, η2

= 0.03.
Women had higher self-rated leadership potential (M = 5.44,
SD = 0.08) than men (M = 5.07, SD = 0.14). There was
no interaction effect between participant age and participant
gender on self-rated leadership potential [F(1, 185) = 1.81,
p = 0.18, η2

= 0.01]. There was no interaction effect between
organizational culture and participant gender on self-rated
leadership potential [F(1, 185) = 0.04, p = 0.85, η2

< 0.001].
There was no three-way interaction between participant age,
participant gender and organizational culture on self-rated
leadership potential [F(1, 185) = 0.08, p= 0.78, η2

< 0.001].

Discussion
Contrary to hypothesis 3, we found no relationship between age
and self-rated leadership potential in this study. Furthermore,
we found no interaction effects between organizational culture
and participant age on self-rated leadership potential. There
are two possible reasons for this. First, this could suggest

that endorsing in-group stereotypes has a stronger effect than
reinforcing stereotyped organizational culture on self-rated
leadership potential. Stereotype embodiment theory (Levy, 2009)
argues that age stereotypes are assimilated from the surrounding
culture from childhood, and so it may be that the general societal
context has more influence on age-based stereotyped thinking
than the specific organizational context. Our hypotheses about
the strength of effects for endorsement (of societal stereotypes)
vs. reinforcement (of organizational culture) warrants further
investigation. Second, the non-significant findings for self-
rated leadership potential could also reflect a difference in the
impact of different types of age-based stereotypes. The warmth-
competence stereotype characteristics used in Study 1 may have
greater influence on self-rated leadership potential than the
alternative age stereotype characteristics used in Study 3; this
potential difference could be addressed further in future research.

In support of Hypothesis 6, we observed interaction effects
for job appeal and job fit, replicating our findings on the effects
of stereotyped organizational culture on women’s perceptions
of organizational fit as found in Study 2. Additionally in
this study, older workers, unlike women, also found the age-
congruent organizational culture more appealing. The greater
impact of workplace stereotypes on older workers compared
to women may reflect the difference between gender and age
stereotypes—gender is (mostly) fixed whereas age is fluid, and
so negative older-age stereotypes become more self-relevant as
people age. For instance, older workers may not necessarily
perceive themselves in line with old-age stereotypes (stereotypes
they perceive to be directed at other older people, Swift et al.,
2017). Research suggests that old-age stereotypes have to be self-
relevant in order to have a detrimental effect on either attitudes or
behavior (Levy, 2009; Marques et al., 2014), which could explain
why the age-typed organizational culture affected older workers
perceptions of job appeal.

The inclusion of gender as a potentially intersecting identity
did not yield the intersectional effects found in Studies 1 and 2.
Gender did not interact with age and organizational culture to
show a greater impact of organizational culture on older women
compared to older men. However, this could reflect the nature of
descriptors used in Study 3 compared to Study 1.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Overall, we found partial support for our hypotheses across three
studies. With respect to gender, and contrary to Hypothesis 1,
we found that women self-rate the same amount (Study 1), if
not more (Study 2), leadership potential than men. However,
women’s ratings of job fit are influenced by organizational culture
(Hypothesis 5). With respect to age, we found a relationship
between age and self-rated leadership potential (Hypothesis 3)
in Study 1 but not Study 3. Furthermore, organizational culture
impacts older workers’ perceptions of job fit and job appeal
(Hypothesis 6).

An important finding relates to the exploratory results on
the inter-sectionality of gender and age in Study 1. We found
evidence that both gender and age stereotypes have a greater

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 16 April 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 688130

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Tresh et al. Stereotypes and Self-Rated Leadership Potential

impact on older people compared to younger people. We also
found that age stereotypes relate to self-rated leadership potential
differently for older men and older women. Namely, endorsing
competency-based age stereotypes reduced self-rated leadership
potential in older women but not older men. Endorsing warmth-
based stereotypes reduced self-rated leadership potential in older
men but not older women. Nonetheless, endorsing the “softer”
stereotypical traits of womenwas in fact positively related to older
women’s self-rated leadership potential. Notably, and perhaps
unsurprisingly, younger men’s self-rated leadership potential was
advantaged by endorsing gender stereotypes about women being
more communal than men. Surprisingly, younger women’s self-
rated leadership potential was not related to endorsing any
stereotypes, which might reflect generational effects.

The more pronounced effects for older people compared
to younger people may be explained by older people’s lack of
opportunity for leaving their low status group compared to
younger people (Garstka et al., 2004). This is particularly likely
for older women who are stereotypically leadership-incongruent
based on their gender and age. We examined the effects for older
people in Study 3. Older people self-rated less job appeal and
less job fit in the younger culture. The limited representation
of older people in Study 2 made it difficult to draw conclusions
about the intersectional effects, particularly for older women.
Also, the limited representation of men in Study 3 also made
examining the intersectional effects more challenging. Based on
the intersectional effects observed in Study 1, these warrant
further investigation.

THEORETICAL AND APPLIED
IMPLICATIONS

We contribute to three areas of research in social psychology.
First, we extend research on stereotypes to reveal the impact of
societal and organizational stereotypes on gender and age groups.
Second, we introduce a new perspective for examining the
subjectivity of leadership potential, looking at antecedents of self-
rated leadership potential as opposed to evaluators’ perceptions
of a target’s leadership potential. Finally, we shed light on the
effects of stereotypes at the intersectional level of gender and age.

We contribute to the stereotypes literature by highlighting the
significant and interactive role of agentic and communal gender
stereotypes and competence and warmth age stereotypes. The
findings suggest that, it may not be endorsing the stereotype that
women and older people are too communal or warm, it may
instead be the focus on the extent to which the stereotype is leader
(in)congruent which relates to self-rated leadership potential.
We cannot however generalize these findings to evaluator-driven
research and instead conclude that this has been found in our
target-driven research.

Research has shown that the gender gap is greater in
masculine-stereotyped domains, evidencing an effect of
stereotyped organizational culture on evaluators’ perceptions
(Elesser and Lever, 2011). We did not find this for self-ratings
of leadership potential, however, we did find this for self-rated
organizational fit. We cannot determine from our data whether

societal stereotypes or stereotyped organizational cultures have
more impact on women in general, because women self-rated as
much, and more, leadership potential than men. However, the
impact of societal stereotypes may in fact be more detrimental
than organizational stereotypes because they may be likely to
have more of an impact at earlier stages of women’s careers. For
example, endorsing stereotypes that disassociate women from
leadership may discourage women from prioritizing leadership
attainment in career planning. For women who are not deterred
from pursuing leadership roles, their leadership ambition may
counteract perceptions of organizational fit to pursue their
potential to lead. This rationale would certainly support our
findings. For older people, particularly older women, the role
of societal stereotypes likely affects the extent to which they
feel efficacy to change fields or train in an alternate profession.
Research has documented the immediate effects of receiving
feedback about one’s leadership potential on performance and
ambition (Steffens et al., 2018). Thus, frequent career cues such
as workplace stereotypes, potential and performance evaluations
are likely to have a stronger impact than job advertisements.

Our exploratory analyses at the intersectional level
demonstrates the complex ways in which stereotypes can
influence their targets. The results of our research demonstrating
that younger women are less affected by gender stereotypes
than older women highlight the need for further research to
examine other high-level and low-level intersecting identities.
What impact do gender and racial stereotypes have on minority
ethnic women’s perceptions of their own leadership potential
in comparison to white women? It is likely that, as with older
women, the detrimental effects for minority ethnic women are
more prominent (Mirza, 2003). This warrants further empirical
exploration and emphasizes the need for organizations to address
diversity and equality as issues of intersectionality that have
otherwise focused on white women for gender initiatives and
black men for race initiatives (Ghavami and Peplau, 2013).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Our first study demonstrated clear intersectional interactions on
self-rated leadership potential for older women in particular.
However, the cross-sectional data of this study limits our
conclusions. Although we expect that endorsing leadership-
incongruent stereotypes about one’s identity would reduce self-
rated leadership potential, we cannot conclude the causal nature
of this relationship. Studies 2 and 3 provide experimental
tests, but future research should continue to uncover the
underlying causal mechanisms with representative groups across
ages and gender to examine the intersectional effects with
A-priori hypotheses.

Studies 2 and 3 used experimental vignettes to manipulate
workplace culture. There is evidence of a relationship between
vignettes and real-life situations (e.g., Ganong and Coleman,
2005, 2006), and experimental vignettes are regarded as a
reliable method of exploring research topics whilst maintaining
control of the research process (Doz, 2011). Nonetheless,
and given the novel findings, further research would benefit
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from complementary studies which consider the workplace
cultures that people experience on a daily basis. We also
designed our experiments to investigate the effects of gender
stereotypes and age stereotypes independently, this should be
considered in relation to the inclusion of our intersectional
exploratory analysis, where the older age category could be
better represented in Study 2. It is possible that participants
were aware of the nature of our hypotheses, as endorsement
of stereotypes were asked explicitly in Study 1 and the
within-participants design of Studies 2 and 3 could allow for
comparisons to be drawn easily between the two organizational
cultures. We recommend the use of deception checks for
future research.

Our hypotheses were such that identity-incongruent
stereotyped organizational cultures would reduce women’s
and older people’s self-rated leadership potential. We did not
support these hypotheses and also did not determine causes
of these null effects. In Study 1 we measured endorsement
of stereotypes, and in Studies 2 and 3 we manipulated
stereotyped organizational culture. Therefore, we have not
directly compared the effects of stereotype endorsement vs.
stereotype reinforcement. Future research should address two
limitations. First, experimentally compare societal stereotypes
and organizational culture to identify which has greater effects
on self-rated leadership potential, or if there is an interactive
effect. Second, examine why, given stereotyped organizational
culture affects women’s and older people’s perceptions of
organizational fit, it does not have detrimental outcomes for
self-rated leadership potential.

Finally, we limited our examination of the role of stereotypes
on women and older people’s self-rated leadership potential.
Stereotypes are likely to have similar effects for other protected
characteristics such as ethnicity, disability, particularly at
the intersectional level also for other potential factors (e.g.,
maternity/paternity). Research should focus on identifying the
leadership-related stereotypes that hinder the progression of
underrepresented groups such as ethnic minorities (Gündemir
et al., 2014) to drive forward research on understanding
the internal barriers members of groups with protected
characteristics face in leadership attainment.

CONCLUSION

We have contributed to a growing interest in the impact of bias
on the targets of prejudice and the social-psychological variables
contributing to the subjective nature of leadership potential. If
women and older people are to be perceived as future leaders by
others, they should first be able to perceive themselves as future
leaders, without the constraints of societal stereotypes. Overall,
promising findings indicate that stereotypes may be having less
impact on younger women than their older counterparts.
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Brisbane, QLD, Australia, 4Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam, Netherlands

This paper examined the existence of gender differences in the degree to which leaders’ 
perceptions of successor potential is influenced by interpersonal fit. In Study 1 (N = 97 
leaders, N = 280 followers), multi-source field data revealed that for male leaders, ratings 
of followers’ potential as successors were positively related to interpersonal fit, measured 
by the degree to which followers’ saw their leadership as being close and interpersonal 
(i.e., being coaching, transformational, and leading by example). For female leaders, these 
relationships were absent, suggesting that they are less influenced by interpersonal fit.  
In Study 2 (N = 311 leaders), a scenario study provided causal evidence that male leaders 
rated potential successors more positively when they perceived greater interpersonal fit 
with followers, whereas female leaders’ successor ratings were not informed by perceptions 
of fit. We discuss the theoretical and practical implications for gendered leadership 
successor perceptions in organizations.

Keywords: gender differences, leadership, succession, interpersonal fit, old boys network

INTRODUCTION

The relatively slow pace at which women’s careers develop is a timely research topic in the 
fields of psychology and management. Scholars aim to understand why women still face obstacles 
in being promoted into senior leadership positions (Vincent-Lancrin, 2008), even though they 
are currently more successful than men in earning advanced educational degrees and are 
increasingly participating in the labor market. For example, the last global McKinsey report 
on women in the workplace (McKinsey and Company, 2017) demonstrates that while women 
are not leaving their companies at higher rates than men do, they still only make up, on 
average, only 20% of our senior corporate leaders.

The vast amount of research on the underrepresentation of women in positions of leadership 
suggests that disparities in promotion rates is not caused by women’s lack of desire to advance 
their career (e.g., Ellemers et  al., 2012; Peters et  al., 2013). Rather, compared to men, women 
are less optimistic about their opportunity to attain a leadership position and anticipate more 
difficulties once in such positions, which makes them doubt their leadership competencies 
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(Keller et  al., 2013, see also Lockwood and Kunda, 1997). 
Indeed, research has repeatedly validated that biased treatments 
during leader selection processes significantly contribute to 
women’s disadvantage (Burke, 2011).

Although scholars offer various explanations for the existence 
of gendered selection biases, two reasons stand out. First, 
internalized gendered beliefs (or stereotypes) about what it 
takes to be  an effective leader have been shown to lead to 
gender bias (Eagly et al., 1992; Heilman, 2001; Eagly and Karau, 
2002). Specifically, both men and women tend to endorse the 
belief that effective leaders should show stereotypically masculine 
or agentic traits (i.e., the think manager-think male association, 
Schein, 1975, see also Davison and Burke, 2000).

Second, it has been argued that when it comes to leadership 
succession decisions, those at the top, who are overwhelmingly 
men, show a preference for promoting others with whom they 
share similar traits and characteristics or those with whom they 
have a positive interpersonal relationship. A recent meta-analysis 
(Koch et al., 2015) suggests that both stereotypes and interpersonal 
liking or similarity mutually reinforce each other. In this way, 
a preference for leadership successors that match traditionally 
(male) notions of leadership also enhances similarity at the top 
of organizations. This process, in turn, further limits the career 
possibilities of those who do not fit within a masculine culture.

Notably, while there is robust support for the existence for 
internalized stereotypes about leadership and gender and the 
way in which they bias selection and succession decisions (e.g., 
Heilman, 2001; Eagly, 2007; Cuddy et  al., 2015), research 
investigating whether male leaders preference for socially similar 
others in leadership positions has been inconclusive. Literature 
from the fields of economics and sociology suggest that male 
leaders are motivated to maintain elite informal networks 
structures on the basis of interpersonal fit (i.e., the so-called 
“old boys network”, McDonald, 2011). Interpersonal fit refers 
to the existence of positive interpersonal relationships guided 
by social similarities that facilitate the exchange of information 
and resources among those involved (e.g., Byrne, 1971; Ibarra 
et  al., 2005). However, it remains unclear whether women, 
once they are in leadership positions, also make succession 
decisions on the basis of interpersonal liking due to experiences 
of social similarities or shared important features. Given that 
women are progressing into the upper organizational echelons 
(although there is a long way to go before equal representation 
is reached), it becomes more prudent and possible to answer 
this question. If women do make promotion and succession 
decisions based on interpersonal fit, this would suggest a breaking 
down of the old boys’ network and a facilitation of the number 
of women in leadership positions over time. In this paper, 
we  therefore systematically examine the degree to which male 
and female leaders rely on social similarities and use interpersonal 
fit when informally selecting successors for a future leader role.

STUDY OVERVIEW

We will use two distinct research methods to examine our 
research question. To ensure external validity and yield 

generalizable results, we  first conducted a study among leaders 
and their followers in the field (N  =  97 leaders, 24% female 
and N  =  280 followers). Here, we  asked leaders to indicate 
how much they would endorse each of their followers as a 
successor for a leadership position. To prevent common method 
bias among the study variables (Podsakoff et  al., 2003), 
interpersonal fit was approximated by asking followers to rate 
their leader on three relational leadership styles: coaching, 
transformational leadership, and leading by example (Bass and 
Avolio, 1990; Arnold et  al., 2000). Coaching entails helping 
followers to advance in their career and provide guidance in 
improving their skills; leading by example involves leader actions 
that influence followers to behave in ways that they consider 
valuable (Arnold et  al., 2000); and transformational leadership 
refers to leaders who are visionary and inspire followers to 
perform beyond leader expectations (e.g., Bass and Avolio, 
1990). Although positive follower ratings of these three leadership 
styles do not capture interpersonal fit directly, such ratings 
are known to be  associated with positive relationships and a 
sense of sharedness (Wood, 2000; Wang et  al., 2018). This is 
in line with Byrne’s (1971) similarity-attraction hypothesis that 
positive relational assessments rarely occur without an underlying 
source of social similarity. Hence, positive leader evaluations 
on these three dimensions likely represent a good proxy of 
interpersonal fit. However, to further test the robustness of 
our Study 1 findings, we also conducted a second experimental 
scenario study among leaders (N  =  311 leaders, 44% female). 
In this study, we  established the isolated and causal effects 
between leader gender, interpersonal fit, and leader ratings of 
followers’ successors potential. Participants were asked to imagine 
themselves in a position where they had to evaluate leadership 
succession candidates in the presence or absence of interpersonal 
fit information. Before turning to these studies, we  will first 
review the literature and develop our hypothesis in more detail.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Male Leaders and Interpersonal Fit
One of the main explanations for the underrepresentation of 
women in leadership positions is the “think manager-think 
male” association (Schein and Davidson, 1993; Sczesny, 2003), 
leading to masculine norms for career progression (Crosby 
et  al., 2004). This association reflects the robust belief that 
men are more prototypical as leaders and enjoy higher status 
in society than women do (Eagly, 1987, 2007; Davison and 
Burke, 2000; Heilman, 2001). Although views of effective 
leadership have gradually shifted over time to become somewhat 
congruent with more stereotypically feminine traits, such as 
warmth, good communication, and strong people skills (Bass 
et al., 1996; Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Koenig et al., 
2011), studies repeatedly confirm that both men and women 
tend to describe effective leaders as possessing mostly masculine 
traits (Koenig et  al., 2011).

However, Koch et  al. (2015) found meta-analytical evidence 
that men’s preference to hire other men in male-dominated 
jobs was relatively stronger than was women’s preference.  

136

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Rink et al. Gendered Leader Perceptions of Fit and Successorship

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 May 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 752

As a possible explanation for this finding, the scholars argued 
that, in addition to holding gendered beliefs about leadership, 
male leaders also feel more socially similar to, or experience 
more interpersonal fit with, prospective male successors, which 
leads them to evaluate these successors more positively (see 
also Byrne, 1971). The general metaphor used to illustrate this 
male preference for interpersonal fit is the so-called “old boys’ 
network.” This metaphor captures what Kanter (1977) coined 
as the “shadow structure” within organizations, whereby male 
leaders tend to engage with those junior employees, or followers, 
within their informal network activities who are also male or 
who are socially similar to them. The theoretical rationale 
currently used to explain why male leaders hold this preference 
is that they expect these followers to work in similar ways 
and believe that these followers will endorse their leadership 
style, which further legitimizes current power relations (Ibarra, 
1992; McDonald, 2011). However, this “old boys’ network” 
thereby often excludes women and members of other minority 
groups, such as those based on race, religion, class, or sexuality.

The old boys’ network argument thus represents a second 
potential explanation for men’s continued domination in 
leadership positions. Organizational and sociological studies 
have consistently established the clear benefits of having a 
strong informal management network for followers, as networks 
play a key role in identifying and preparing potential successors 
for future leadership roles (Garman and Glawe, 2004; Virick 
and Greer, 2012). For example, according to the sponsored 
mobility model of career success, informal networks give (male) 
followers access to the valuable resources and support needed 
to stand out and advance in their careers (McDonald, 2011). 
In this way, men not only experience greater role congruity 
in senior positions than do women, they are also more likely 
to receive more social support on their route to the top 
(Saloner, 1985; Simon and Warner, 1992; Oakley, 2000; Forret 
and Dougherty, 2004; Bu and Roy, 2005; Hogan et  al., 2005; 
Berardi and Seabright, 2011; Kramarz and Thesmar, 2013).

While it is clear that male leaders’ preferences for interpersonal 
fit with their followers and potential successors would further 
reinforce gender inequality dynamics, direct evidence for the 
existence of this preference is relatively scarce (McDonald, 
2011; Renneboog and Zhao, 2011). However, one meta-analysis 
across 30 studies in economics (Ng et  al., 2005) demonstrates 
that most organizations have sponsor systems in place, in terms 
of career sponsorship from senior managers, formal supervisory 
support, developmental opportunities, and access to 
organizational resources. These sponsor systems, in turn, 
determine the upward mobility (salary increases and the number 
of career steps made) of followers who are closely connected 
to higher management (i.e., those who are also male, married, 
and white, Ng et  al., 2005).

From a psychological view, there has been, to our knowledge, 
very little direct evidence for the old boys’ network, although 
the idea does resonate with similarity attraction theory, to 
which we referred earlier (Byrne, 1971). This theory emphasizes 
the importance of interpersonal processes between individuals, 
such as between leaders and their potential successors. 
Corresponding to the concept of homophily, it posits that in 

starting new relationships, individuals have the tendency to 
associate with, and develop a greater liking for others based 
on shared characteristics (e.g., Greenberg and Mollick, 2017) 
and/or shared social attitudes (i.e., similar beliefs toward a 
certain idea, person, or situation, Berscheid and Walster, 1969; 
Eagly and Chaiken, 1998). Psychological studies offer 
parsimonious support for this assumption, showing that people 
hold a preference for shared attitudes because it leads them 
to expect that one’s own beliefs are correct, the other will 
demonstrate predictive behavior, and the other will like them 
and offer support if needed (e.g., Wood, 2000).

Hence, scholars within this field also argue that within 
traditional male-dominated organizations, male leaders should 
be inclined to select potential successors for managerial positions 
with whom they share social similarities (McCarthy et  al., 
2010). A recent network study among scientists suggests that 
this pattern may indeed exist, showing that men, compared 
to women, build professional networks with a higher proportion 
of male to female supporters (both inside and outside their 
academic institution), and this proportion, subsequently, relates 
to higher scores of men on perceived career success and mobility 
(Spurk et  al., 2015). In conclusion, research from different 
disciplines suggests that male leaders will show a tendency to 
informally select potential successors based on interpersonal 
fit perceptions.

Female Leaders and Interpersonal Fit
An important next question is whether we would expect female 
leaders, just like male leaders, to be  attuned to interpersonal 
fit perceptions when selecting successors. Literature on the 
old boys’ network phenomenon and similarity attraction processes 
proposes two competing perspectives on the way in which 
female leaders, once in power, influence the career prospects 
of their followers (Maume, 2011; Stainback et  al., 2016).

On the one hand, scholars argue that female leaders are 
indeed susceptible to the laws of homophily and similarity 
attraction, implying that they too will be  inclined to take 
interpersonal fit into account when choosing potential successors 
for management positions. In this way, scholars have argued 
that female leaders can act as “change agents,” and that their 
presence in leadership positions will automatically erode gender 
inequality in the work place (McPherson et  al., 2001; Elliott 
and Smith, 2004). Indeed, there is evidence that female leaders 
are just as likely as men to provide networking opportunities 
to followers who are socially similar to them (e.g., Konrad 
et  al., 2008). Building on this logic, Greenberg and Mollick 
(2017) go one step further and coined the term “activist choice” 
to argue that interpersonal fit will probably be  more salient 
to female leaders than to male leaders because of “…perceptions 
of shared structural barriers stemming from a common  
group-level social identity and an underlying desire to help 
overcome them” (p.  342).

On the other hand, scholars have underscored a “cog in 
the machine” perspective on female leaders’ attitudes and 
behaviors toward their followers (Cohen and Huffman, 2007). 
This perspective argues that there are a number of reasons 
why female leaders may not be  in a position to change existing 
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gender inequality. First, although the study of Koch et  al. 
(2015) showed that male leaders preferred men to women in 
male-dominated jobs more strongly than female leaders did, 
female leaders still generally held a male preference. This finding 
underscores the large body of psychological research 
demonstrating that women too tend to endorse the “think 
male-think manager association” (Eagly, 2007). Hence, women 
seem, at least under some circumstances, also biased in which 
followers they view as possible future leaders (Powell et  al., 
2002). Second, it is also likely that in their leadership roles, 
women do not hold sufficient power to challenge the old boys’ 
club, and hence cannot simply create a “new girls’ network” 
(as awful as that term is). This lack of power is due to the 
facts that women simply tend to occupy lower level positions 
compared to their male counterparts (Elliott and Smith, 2004) 
and are often taken minorities in they do obtain top-level 
positions (Ellemers et al., 2012). Finally, if women must display 
stereotypically masculine traits to be  seen as suitable for 
leadership positions (Heilman, 2001, 2012), women may 
accommodate to these expectations and will start to value 
these features as positive traits (Maume, 2011). Consequently, 
female leaders can also conform to existing management norms 
and behave like male leaders, hereby further advancing the 
careers of male followers, rather than that of female followers 
(Kanter, 1977; Ely, 1994). For example, scholars have introduced 
the “queen bee phenomenon”, suggesting that in male-dominated 
organizations, female leaders can start distancing themselves 
from junior women psychologically and begin to legitimize 
gender inequality as a coping response to their marginalized 
position (Derks et  al., 2016). In support of this idea, studies 
have found that women who are advancing in their career 
adopt a masculine self-presentation when they experience social 
identity threat due to gender biases (Ellemers et  al., 2012; 
Kaiser and Spalding, 2015).

In relation to interpersonal fit perceptions more directly, 
the literature seems to offer support for both perspectives. 
Psychological research has found that, generally speaking, both 
interpersonal fit perceptions and gender significantly determine 
both male and female leaders’ interpersonal attraction to followers 
(Tsui and O’Reilly, 1989). Moreover, research has found support 
for the “activist choice” notion (Greenberg and Mollick, 2017), 
particularly when women’s representation at higher organizational 
levels is substantial (Cohen et  al., 1998, also see Stainback 
et  al., 2016) or when female leaders hold positions for longer 
periods of time (Arvate et  al., 2018). These findings suggest 
that female leaders too can be  guided by interpersonal fit 
preferences and hereby shape the career positions of other 
women. Nonetheless, in contrast to these findings, there is 
also research clearly supporting the opposing perspective, showing 
that female leaders’ direct impact on the careers of female 
followers is limited (Maume, 2011; Stainback and Kwon, 2012).

It is also important to note that the extant literature does 
not, to our knowledge, systematically compare the relevance 
of interpersonal fit between female and male leaders. It is 
therefore useful to build on sociological and management 
studies that have looked more closely at the role of social 
similarity and fit in the network building activities of male 

and female leaders (e.g., Ibarra, 1992; Benenson, 1993; Baumeister 
and Sommer, 1997; Friebel and Seabright, 2011). In this area 
of research, studies obtained clear gender differences in network 
relationships (Ibarra, 1992; Lyness and Thompson, 2000; Metz 
and Tharenou, 2001; Linehan and Scullion, 2008; Kleinbaum 
et  al., 2013). In Ibarra’s seminal work (Ibarra, 1992, 1993), 
for example, men were more likely to form homogeneous ties 
across multiple networks based on same sex and fit than 
women. In addition, men’s ties were also significantly stronger 
than women’s ties. In line with the “cog in the machine” 
perspective, these findings strongly support the idea that for 
female leaders, similarity to potential successors may be  less 
relevant than for male leaders.

Based on the network findings above, which most closely 
reflect leader responses to social similarity, our central proposition 
is that the relative importance of interpersonal fit when evaluating 
followers for their potential as successors is likely to be gendered. 
More specifically, we hypothesize that leader gender will influence 
the link between interpersonal fit and leader ratings of followers’ 
successor potential, such that male leaders will be  more likely 
to select interpersonally similar followers as potential successors 
than will female leaders. In the following sections, we  will 
present two studies, a multisource field study and a vignette 
study among male and female leaders, in which we  examined 
our proposition.

STUDY 1

In our first study, we  conducted a field survey where 
we  examined both leaders and their followers as research 
sources. In this way, we  could test the degree to which 
interpersonal fit perceptions affected male and female leaders’ 
evaluations of their followers’ potential as successors. As 
mentioned in section “Introduction,” we captured interpersonal 
fit by asking the followers to rate their leaders on coaching, 
leading by example, and transformational leadership, as these 
three relational leadership styles generally reflect positive 
relationships and social similarity between leaders and their 
followers (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Barbuto and Burbach, 
2006). Coaching reflects adequate guidance in career 
advancement and skill development; leading by example 
reflects leader actions that followers value and like to adapt 
(Arnold et al., 2000); and transformational leadership reflects 
the use of ideals that inspire followers (e.g., Bass and Avolio, 
1990). Notably, scholars rely heavily on follower ratings to 
assess leader evaluations because leadership inherently entails 
the dynamic interaction between leaders and followers (Riggio 
et  al., 2008). Moreover, by measuring interpersonal fit 
unobtrusively through independent follower ratings, we were 
able to circumvent common method bias (such as inflated 
relationships between perceptions of interpersonal fit and 
leaders’ successor ratings; Siemsen et  al., 2010). Finally, 
scholars studying the “old boys’ network” in organizations 
or similarity-attraction processes between leaders and followers 
generally expect a close link between positive follower ratings 
of leaders and leader-follower similarity. This is evident from 
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the notion that socially similar followers will endorse their 
leaders (McDonald, 2011). Moreover, Byrne’s (1971) 
interpersonal fit definition highlights that fit consists of 
social similarity, positive interpersonal relationships, and 
information exchange because “likeness begets liking.” From 
this argument, it follows that positive leader evaluations by 
followers indirectly capture underlying fit perceptions. Given 
our focus on these three leadership styles, our formal first 
hypothesis is:

H1: Leader gender will moderate the positive 
relationships between interpersonal fit (i.e., follower 
evaluations of leaders’ coaching, leading by example, 
and being transformational) and leaders’ ratings of 
follower’s potential as successor. This relationship 
should be significantly stronger for male leaders than 
for female leaders.

Method
Participants
Our participants were 290 followers and 97 leaders. As 10 
followers did not indicate their demographic data, our final 
sample consisted of 280 followers. Participants were employed 
in six Dutch Ministries and were invited to participate via 
internal email. The overall respective department tenure from 
all participants ranged from less than 1–43  years (M  =  14.50; 
SD  =  11.03).

Of the followers, 102 were female and 179 male, with a 
mean age of 47  years. Followers themselves held mid-level 
management positions and were highly educated, with 97% 
of them having completed a university degree. On average 
they had worked for approximately 14  years in their ministry 
(SD  =  10.79) and 3 years in their current role (SD  =  3.35). 
Of the leaders, 23 were female and 74 male, their mean age 
was 49  years and 93% held a university degree. On average, 
they worked for approximately 16  years in their ministry 
(SD = 12.43) and also 3 years in their current role (SD = 5.42).

Procedure
Participation was voluntary, and confidentiality was assured. 
All measures were translated into Dutch using a double-blind 
back-translation procedure. To rule out any common method 
bias in responses, leaders evaluated their followers for their 
potential as a leadership successor, whereas the followers rated 

interpersonal fit in terms of the extent to which their respective 
leader coached them, led them by example, and used a 
transformational leadership style.

Measures
Leaders indicated a follower’s potential to be a leadership successor 
by responding to one item on a seven-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree); “Would 
you  support and endorse this person as the leader of the 
group after you  had gotten a promotion and needed a 
replacement?” Leader gender and follower gender (as a control) 
were coded as 0  =  male, 1  =  female.

To assess interpersonal fit, we measure followers evaluations 
of their leaders on the following: first, leaders use of coaching, 
where followers responded to the following items on identical 
seven-point Likert scales (Arnold et  al., 2000; α  =  0.88); 
“My leader helps us our team in areas in which we  need 
more training”; “My leader encourages team members to 
solve problems together”, “My leader helps developing good 
relations among team members”. Second, leadership by example 
(Arnold et  al., 2000; α  =  0.86), where followers answered 
two items: “My leader sets high standards for performance 
by his/her own behavior,” “My leader sets a good example 
by the way he/she behaves”. Finally, we  used six items to 
measure followers’ perceptions of how transformational their 
leader was (Carless et al., 2000, α = 0.85); “My leader inspires 
others with his/her plans for the future”, “My leader leads 
by example,” “My leader develops a team attitude and spirit 
among employees,” “My leader insists on only the best 
performance,” “My leader shows respect for my personal 
feelings,” “My leader has stimulated me to rethink the way 
I  do things.”

Results
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics. Our proxies for 
interpersonal fit were all significantly and positively related to 
one another (coaching and leading by example, r  =  0.81, 
p  <  0.001; coaching and transformational leadership, r  =  0.75, 
p < 0.001; leading by example and transformational leadership, 
r  =  0.86, p  <  0.001). There were also significant relationships 
between follower gender and successorship (r = 0.15, p < 0.05) 
as well as perceived leader coaching (r  =  −0.11, p  <  0.05), 
suggesting that this variable should be included in our hypothesis 
testing analyses (Becker, 2005).

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and Pearson zero-order correlations (study 1).

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

 1.  Coaching 4.95 1.25 – 0.81** 0.75** 0.08 0.05 −0.11*
 2.  Leading by example 5.10 1.03 – 0.86** 0.05 0.06 −0.02
 3.  Transformational 

leadership
5.23 1.33

–
0.06 –0.00 −0.09

 4.  Leader gender 1.22 0.41 – −0.01 0.11
 5.  Successorship 3.89 2.01 – 0.15*
 6.  Follower gender 1.34 0.47 –

Note: All correlations are at the individual level of analysis. Correlations involving these variables should therefore be interpreted with caution. n = 280, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Two-tailed.
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Given that the number of followers per leader was somewhat 
low (M  =  3.07; with 16% of leaders having a single follower), 
multi-level analyses would likely yield inaccurate estimates (the 
number of observations are lower than a minimum of 15–20 
that researchers’ simulations have shown to be  optimal; Hox, 
2010). We  therefore focused on single-level analyses and ran 
a series of hierarchical linear regressions through Hayes’ 
PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013, Model 1, 95,000 bootstraps, 
95% CI levels). For this purpose, we  standardized all model 
variables, except for leader gender and follower gender (Bickel, 
2007). The regression models we  ran assessed whether the 
interpersonal fit between followers’ leader evaluations (i.e., in 
terms of evaluations of leaders’ coaching, leading by example, 
and being transformational) and leader evaluations of followers’ 
successorship potential was moderated by leader gender.

Generally speaking, the results supported Hypothesis 1. 
There were no significant main effects for leader gender (lowest 
p  =  0.62). The three proxies for interpersonal fit each had a 
significant direct relationship with followers’ successorship 
potential (coaching, p  <  0.001; leading by example, p  =  0.014, 
and transformational leadership, p  =  0.004). As anticipated, 
however, these main effects for the proxies were qualified by 
significant interaction effects with leader gender (i.e., coaching × 
leader gender, p  <  0.001, CI −1.11 to −0.27; leading by 
example  × leader gender, p  =  0.014, CI −0.98 to −0.11; 
transformational leadership × leadership, p  =  0.009, CI –1.29 
to −0.18). Notably, follower gender was a significant predictor 
of follower successorship (lowest p  =  0.004), but this variable 
did not influence our obtained findings or separately interact 
with any of our study variables.

Further decomposition of the interaction terms with simple 
slope analyses demonstrated that for male leaders, interpersonal 
fit, in terms of follower evaluations of leaders’ coaching and 
use of a transformational style, was significantly related to their 
perceptions of followers’ successorship potential (respectively, 
B = 0.17, t = 2.67, p = 0.008, CI: 0.045–0.30; B = 0.15, t = 2.40, 
p = 0.02, CI: 0.023–0.28). Only evaluations of leading by example 
was unrelated to perceptions of followers’ successor potential, 
B  =  0.08, t  =  1.48, p  =  0.14, CI: −0.03 to 0.23). By contrast, 
for female leaders, interpersonal fit, in terms of follower 
evaluations of these leaders’ coaching (B  =  −0.26, t  =  −2.23, 
p = 0.03, CI: −0.49 to −0.03) and leading by example (B = −0.26, 
t  =  −2.01, p  =  0.04, CI: −0.52 to −0.01) were unrelated to 
their perceptions of followers’ successorship potential, while 
their use of a transformational style (B  =  −0.23, t  =  −1.73, 
p  =  0.09, CI: −0.048 to 0. 03) was negatively related to their 
successorship judgments (Figures 1–3).

Supplementary Analysis
The three leadership styles together also formed a highly reliable 
scale (α = 0.93). Additional regression analyses also demonstrated 
a similar pattern of results. There were main effects of the 
overall leader evaluation measure (p  =  0.002) and follower 
gender (p  =  0.005) on leaders’ ratings of followers’ successor 
potential. Yet again, these was also a significant interaction 
between leader evaluations and leader gender on their 
successorship ratings (p = 0.003, CI: −1.29 to −0.27). The simple 

slope analyses revealed that the general leader evaluations were 
significantly positively related to male leaders’ perceptions of 
followers’ successor potential (B  =  0.15, t  =  2.38, p  =  0.02, 
CI: 0.03–0.28) but significantly negatively related to female 
leaders’ successor ratings (B  =  −0.26, t  =  −2.12, p  =  0.03,  
CI: −0.51 to −0.09). See our Supplementary Figure  1.

Discussion
Study 1 represents a unique field sample of senior leaders and 
their followers. To rule out common-source bias (Podsakoff 
et  al., 2003), this study used multiple sources such that senior 
leaders provided data concerning leadership successor potential 
of followers, while followers provided a proxy for interpersonal 
fit through their evaluations of their leaders. Notably, 
we  employed a continuous measure of successor potential that 
allowed for assessing natural variation in potential and its 
relationship with interpersonal fit. Hence, this study provided 
externally validating evidence of our hypothesized relationships.

Nonetheless, Study 1 is not without limitations. First, our 
reliance on follower ratings of the three relational leadership 
styles implies that we did not capture interpersonal fit directly. 
Hence, it could be  that followers’ evaluations merely reflect 
positive leadership behaviors, rather than an underlying source 
of similarity. Moreover, given that followers can make incorrect 
inferences of leadership behavior (see e.g., Bono et  al., 2012), 
it would have been more optimal if leaders would have also 
provided self-ratings on the leadership styles. Interestingly, 
although the recent meta-analysis conducted by Wang et  al. 
(2018) shows that leader-follower ratings of the three specific 
leadership dimensions, we  focus on generally correlate 
significantly with each other, suggesting that our follower 
ratings probably reasonably reflect leaders’ own perceptions. 
Even so, we  recognize that the use of multiple data sources 
to assess similar constructs is important because it circumvents 
biased response patterns. Moreover, relevant in our case, it 
would have also allowed us to develop and use a more direct 
indicator of fit.

Second, given the cross-sectional nature of this study, another 
alternative explanation of our findings may be  that followers 
themselves, once chosen as a successor by a male leader, start 
to evaluate leadership and interpersonal fit more positively, 
whereas for female leaders, the reverse may be  true. Such an 
interpretation would suggest that followers’ evaluations of their 
female leaders are not influenced by the extent to which these 
leaders identify them as a successor. This alternative logic seems 
unlikely as it goes against recent research demonstrating that 
successors generally positively evaluate their work environment 
and their leader (Van Quaquebeke et  al., 2011; Steffens et  al., 
2018). Yet we  conducted a second experimental vignette study 
to more directly test whether interpersonal fit perceptions have 
a greater role in successor ratings of male leaders than that 
of female leaders and to establish the causality of this claim. 
We  thus designed Study 2 to examine the internal validity 
and robustness of our hypothesis. We  presented male and 
female leaders with three different successor profiles that varied 
systematically in terms of interpersonal fit. This time, 
we  operationalized interpersonal fit between leaders and their 
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FIGURE 1 | Interactive relationship of followers’ evaluation of leaders’ use of coaching and leader gender with leaders’ assessment of followers’ successorship 
potential (study 1).

FIGURE 3 | Interactive relationship of followers’ evaluation of leaders use of a transformational style and leader gender with leaders’ assessment of followers’ 
successorship potential (study 1).

FIGURE 2 | Interactive relationship of followers’ evaluation of leaders use of leading by example and leader gender with leaders’ assessment of followers’ 
successorship potential (study 1).
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followers in terms of commonalities that are relevant in the 
work domain (i.e., having the same interpersonal leadership 
style, using similar problem solving or absence of information 
on interpersonal fit with leaders). One additional profile presented 
a neutral baseline condition, in which no information about 
the presence or absence of interpersonal fit was provided. Our 
key dependent measure was again leaders’ ratings of follower 
successor potential. As this design differs from the first study, 
the hypothesis we  tested here was:

H2: Leader gender moderates the relationship between 
interpersonal fit and followers’ successorship potential, 
such that this relationship is significantly stronger for 
male leaders than for female leaders.

STUDY 2

Method
Design and Participants
Study 2 received ethical approval by the first author’s academic 
institution and consisted of a leader gender (male vs. female) × 
interpersonal fit (control vs. fit vs. lack of fit) experimental 
design. Participants were 329 employees from the Dutch 
healthcare and financial industries. Participants all had leadership 
positions within their organization and participated in the study 
as part of an executive leadership training program. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of the three interpersonal fit 
conditions. Thirteen participants indicated that they did not 
yet occupy a leadership position and five participants did not 
fully complete the questionnaire, which led to a final sample 
of n  =  311 participants (44% female and 56% male) whom 
we included in the analysis. Participants’ mean age was M = 44.68 
years, SD  =  10.59 and their average work experience in the 
current position was M  =  6.10  years; SD  =  6.84.

Procedure
Participation was voluntary and confidentiality was assured. 
Participants were first asked to provide demographic background 
information and to answer several questions about their position 
within their organization (see below). Leaders were then asked 
to immerse themselves in the situation presented to them. 
Specifically, they had to imagine that they had been promoted 
at work in a more senior leadership position. As a result of 
this promotion, their current leadership position would become 
vacant. Participants were then told that one of their followers 
had expressed interest in their current position. They were 
asked to provide higher management with information about 
this followers’ successor potential.

There were three conditions: a follower without fit information 
or with information in which the follower either clearly had 
or clearly lacked interpersonal fit with the leader. Notably, 
across the three conditions, we  kept the competence level of 
the potential successor equally high such that all leaders were 
presented with the same baseline information about their 
followers’ work performance. This procedure allowed us to 

compare male and female leaders’ responses to interpersonal 
fit while holding their expectations of the followers’ 
performance constant.

Successor Fit Manipulation
Participants in all conditions read the following description 
on the follower: “The candidate has the recommended diplomas, 
followed several management training courses, and has gained 
leadership experience. The candidate has been working within 
the organization for several years now. You  are familiar with 
this person and believe that they will fit well in your team. 
Thus, this person seems competent to perform your job the 
candidate and can become a core member of the team.”

When participants were allocated to the control condition, 
they received no additional information about interpersonal 
fit. However, when participants were allocated to one of the 
two fit conditions, they did receive additional interpersonal 
fit information, indicating whether or not the leader had an 
interpersonal fit with the successor (respectively fit vs. lack of 
fit); “In addition (However), you  feel that this person is quite 
similar (different) to you. The candidate has the same (a different) 
interpersonal leadership style, approaches problems using a 
similar (from a different) perspective, and holds a similar 
(different) work attitude.”

Manipulation Checks and  
Dependent Measures
Measures
To check whether our manipulation of interpersonal fit was 
successful, we  measured perceptions of interpersonal fit with 
the follower through the following three items, each rated 
on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree); “I personally like the candidate,” “I think 
that I  could personally get along with this candidate,”  
“I expect that it would be  easy to develop a bond with this 
candidate,” and “I personally feel connected with the candidate” 
(Peters et  al., 2015, α  =  0.90).

Our central outcome variable, followers’ successor potential, 
was obtained with the following five leader statements adapted 
from Ryan and Haslam (2005); “I think that the candidate 
will be  suitable for my position,” “I think the candidate will 
be effective in my position,” “I think the candidate will perform 
well in my position,” and “I think this person is an attractive 
candidate for the position.” These items were also assessed on 
a scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree 
(α  =  0.92).

As control variables, we  asked leaders to estimate the 
percentage of female leaders currently working in their 
organization, as this signals how socially isolated these women 
are in their position. In turn, this unique experience could 
influence the succession planning of female leaders. Leaders 
could choose one of three categories: (1) 0–20% (46% response), 
(2) 21–50% (35%), or (3)  >50%. The percentages of leader 
responses within each of these categories were, respectively, 
46, 35, and 17%. Finally, for similar reasons, we  also assessed 
leaders own power levels within the organization, with three 
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items from Maner and Mead (2010); “In this position, I am able 
to influence others,” “I am  successful in reaching my goals,” 
and “I control important resources of the organization.” The 
answer-scale was again ranging from (1) strongly disagree to 
(7) strongly agree (α  =  0.72).

Results
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics. As anticipated, the 
three interpersonal fit conditions were significantly related to 
our dependent variables (i.e., interpersonal fit, r  =  −0.21, 
p  <  0.05 and successorship, r  =  −0.25, p  <  0.05), and these 
variables were also related to each other (r  =  0.50, p  <  0.05). 
These correlations indicate that fit and successorship associated 
negatively with our lack of fit condition (which was labeled 
with the highest score: 1  =  presence of fit, 2  =  control, and 
3 = lack of fit). Of the control variables, the average percentage 
of female leaders currently working within an organization 
was significantly related to leader gender, (r = −0.16, p < 0.05), 
meaning that the female leaders often worked in organizations 
with few other women in leadership positions. However, this 
measure did not significantly relate to our study variables and 
was therefore excluded as a control to prevent biased parameter 
estimates (Becker, 2005). Leader power did significantly relate 
to interpersonal fit (r  =  0.13, p  <  0.01) and successorship 
(r  =  0.22, p  <  0.05), suggesting that this variable warrants 
special attention in our hypothesis testing. An additional one-way 
ANOVA with leader gender as predictor on leaders’ social 
power confirmed that male leaders reported having significantly 
more power (M  =  5.36, SD  =  0.95) than did female leaders 
[M  =  5.06, SD  =  0.92; F(1, 310)  =  6.43, p  =  0.012, η  =  0.21].

To check whether our interpersonal fit manipulation was 
successful, we  first performed a 2 (leader gender) by 3 
(interpersonal fit) ANOVA on our fit check. As intended, the 
results revealed a main effect of fit across the three experimental 
conditions that was not influenced by leader gender, F(2, 
309)  =  18.68, p  <  0.001, η  =  0.11. On average, all leaders 
rated relatively high levels of fit but reported stronger 
interpersonal fit with the potential successor in the fit condition, 
M = 5.27, SD = 0.89, than in the lack of fit condition, M = 4.45, 
SD  =  0.96, or in the control condition, M  =  4.96, SD  =  0.84.

Our second hypothesis postulates that the relationship between 
interpersonal fit and followers’ successorship potential should 
be  stronger for male leaders than for female leaders. To test 
this hypothesis, we  ran a second 2 (leader gender) by 3 
(interpersonal fit) ANOVA on our fit check our main outcome 

variable, followers’ successor potential. The results of this ANOVA 
showed that there were main effects for leader gender  
[F(1, 309)  =  4.11, p  =  0.014, η  =  0.01], and interpersonal fit 
[F(1, 309)  =  12.13, p  <  0.001, η  =  0.07]. However, we  also 
obtained a marginally significant interaction effect between 
these two factors, F(2, 308) = 2.66, p = 0.07, η = 0.02. Planned 
comparison analyses across conditions (Tukey LSD; using 95% 
bootstrap confidence intervals based on 1,000 resamples) shed 
light on the pattern of this interaction. In essence, this pattern 
mainly supports Hypothesis 2. Male and female leaders believed 
the follower to be  a good successor when there was either fit 
or in the control condition where they merely received 
competence information. Importantly, however, when they 
received information that there was lack of fit, male leaders 
rated the followers’ successor potential significantly lower 
(M = 4.71) than female leaders (M = 5.21; p = 0.004). Accordingly, 
male leaders’ ratings of successor potential were significantly 
reduced when there was lack of fit than in the neutral (M = 5.47, 
p  <  0.001) or fit conditions (M  =  5.42, p  <  0.001). In contrast, 
the female leaders’ successor evaluation was less dependent 
on fit, such that the lack of fit condition outcomes only differed 
marginally from the fit conditions, M  =  5.53, p  =  0.07) and 
not from the control condition. A visual representation of the 
interaction pattern is provided in Figure 4.

Notably, when we  did include the percentage of female 
leaders currently working in leaders’ organizations as a control 
variable in this analysis, the interaction term of the 2 by 3 
ANOVA on followers’ successor potential dropped to 
non-significance, F(2, 302) = 2.04, p = 0.13, η = 0.014. However, 
the simple main effects within the no-fit condition remains 
significantly different for male and female leaders (p  =  0.019).

In addition, we  also explored in a supplementary analysis 
whether the interactive effect of leader gender and interpersonal 
fit on followers’ successor potential could be  explained by the 
power levels of male and female leaders. To examine this 
possibility, we  ran the mediated (second stage) moderation 
Model 14 of Hayes (2013), 95% CI, 5000 bootstraps, which 
first tested whether leader gender predicted differences in leader 
power, before testing whether these power differences, depending 
on the interpersonal fit information leaders received, significantly 
predicted the different successor evaluations. The results showed 
that leader power significantly predicted followers’ successor 
potential (B = 0.26, t = 2.02, p = 0.04) and that the differential 
power perceptions of male and female leaders were a significant 
driver of their successorship evaluations across all three conditions 

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and Pearson zero-order correlations (study 2).

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

 1.  Leader gender 1.45 0.49 – −.05 0.20** −0.16** 0.03 0.10
 2.  Fit conditions 1.93 0.83 – 0.02 −0.04 −0.21** −0.25**
 3.  female leaders 1.70 0.74 – −0.07 −0.08 0.00
 4.  Leader power 5.23 0.95 – 0.13* 0.22**
 5.  Interpersonal fit 4.89 0.96 – 0.50**
 6.  Successorship 5.29 0.88 –

Note: All correlations are at the individual level of analysis. n = 280, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Two-tailed.

143

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Rink et al. Gendered Leader Perceptions of Fit and Successorship

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 May 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 752

(neutral: CI: −0.15 to −0.01, fit: CI: −0.13 to −0.01, lack of 
fit; CI: −0.13 to −0.003). This means that the gendered power 
differences and the fit manipulation did not jointly predict 
their evaluations.

Discussion
In general, the findings of this experimental study largely 
confirm our second hypothesis that leader gender would 
moderates the relationship between interpersonal fit and followers’ 
successorship potential. We  indeed found that this relationship 
is significantly stronger for male leaders than for female leaders. 
However, it was not the presence of interpersonal fit that 
affected male leaders’ successor potential ratings. Rather, it 
was the absence of fit that caused male leaders to respond 
negatively to potential successors. As anticipated, however, 
interpersonal fit perceptions did not inform female leaders’ 
ratings of followers’ successor potential. Indeed, presumably 
because of the high competence level of the follower, female 
leaders rated the potential successor equally positively across 
all three conditions. Notably, the inclusion of a neutral baseline 
condition allowed us to discover that without further information, 
all leaders assume relatively high levels of interpersonal fit 
between themselves and their followers.

In conclusion, this study provides further evidence for our 
central proposition that there are gender differences in how 
leaders rely on interpersonal fit to determine succession 
potential. Interestingly, in supplementary analyses, we  also 
found that the female leaders in our sample felt they had 
relatively little power in their organization compared to the 
male leaders, in spite of formally holding similar management 
positions. We will elaborate on this additional finding in 
section “General Discussion.”

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The core research idea we  aimed to prove in this contribution 
is that the relative importance of interpersonal fit when leaders 
evaluate followers for their potential as successors is likely to 

be  gendered. Our central proposition was that male leaders 
would be more likely to select interpersonally similar followers 
as potential successors than female leaders.

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

We conducted a multisource field study and a vignette study 
among male and female leaders to examine this proposition. 
In Study 1, we  tested our first hypothesis that the relationship 
between leader gender and their ratings of followers’ successor 
potential would hinge on follower’s evaluations of positive 
leader behaviors that tend to signal close relations and 
interpersonal fit (i.e., evaluations of leaders being coaching, 
leading by example, and transformational, see Hypothesis 1). 
The results confirm that for male leaders, positive follower 
evaluations on the three leadership styles associated significantly 
with their ratings of followers’ successor potential. By contrast, 
for female leaders, positive follower evaluations of the leadership 
styles were unrelated or even significantly negatively related 
to their ratings of followers’ successor potential. Hence, Study 1 
offers initial evidence that male leaders are more likely to take 
interpersonal fit perceptions into account when making successor 
judgments than female leaders. We  conducted a second 
experimental study to examine the role of interpersonal fit in 
successor decisions more directly. Replicating Study 1, we again 
found that male leaders, compared to female leaders, attach 
greater importance to interpersonal fit perceptions in their 
successor ratings.

THEORETICAL RELEVANCE OF 
FINDINGS

Current theorizing on the root causes underlying gender 
inequality in the work place suggests that the emphasis that 
male leaders’ place on social similarities and fit in selecting 
their prospective successors represents a key contributor to 
the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions 

FIGURE 4 | Interactive relationship of follower fit and leader gender with leaders’ assessment of followers’ successorship potential (study 2).
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(Byrne, 1971; Koch et  al., 2015). Empirically, however, there 
is ambiguity about the existence of leader gender differences 
in the reliance on fit perceptions in developing informal networks 
(McDonald, 2011). Prior observed effects are obtained primarily 
through archival data and could thus be  explained by women’s 
lack of opportunities in creating the social support they desire, 
rather than by their preferences for fit (Fischer and Oliker, 
1983; Moore, 1990). Moreover, with such data, it is impossible 
to establish whether psychological interpersonal fit indeed 
explains why (male) management networks are homogeneous 
in nature. We  therefore believe that our systematic comparison 
of male and female leaders’ responses to interpersonal fit when 
informally selecting successors for future leader roles has 
important theoretical implications for gender research. First, 
the results across the two studies largely confirm our central 
proposition that male leaders consider interpersonal fit more 
relevant in their evaluations of potential successors, hereby 
supporting the idea that male leaders’ informal network choices 
(perhaps unintentionally) keep the old boys’ network in place. 
As past research has demonstrated that such networks generate 
great benefits for the career advancement of male followers 
(Garman and Glawe, 2004; Linehan and Scullion, 2008), our 
findings indeed imply that male leaders’ preference for 
interpersonal fit may inadvertently create barriers to women’s 
career progression (McDonald, 2011).

Second, our finding that female leaders, compared to their 
male counterparts, give less weight to fit perceptions when 
evaluating potential successors has important implications for 
the ongoing debate on women’s successor and sponsorship 
strategies once in power. Our finding suggests that women 
are neither “change agents,” as they seem not to prefer similar 
others, such as other women, nor are they simply “cogs in a 
machine,” as they do not tend to prefer dissimilar others either 
(i.e., men; Lyness and Thompson, 2000; Cohen and Huffman, 
2007; Stainback et  al., 2016). Rather, female leaders tend to 
disregard issues of interpersonal fit when making succession 
judgments. One may argue that female leaders are fairer when 
it comes to succession decisions, being less swayed by 
interpersonal fit and instead relying simply on the competence 
of the potential successor. Hence, our work points out that 
in attempting to erode gender inequality, we  need to not only 
alleviate selection biases that prevent women from entering 
leadership positions in the first place but also we  need to 
better understand women’s perceptions of followers once they 
are in a leadership position.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE  
RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The current research is not without limitations. Study 1 provided 
evidence that the relationship between leader gender and 
successorship potential depended on interpersonal fit perceptions 
as signaled by followers’ evaluations of leadership styles  
(i.e., coaching, leading by example, and transformational 
leadership). Nevertheless, it is possible that these leadership 
styles reflect perceptions other than interpersonal fit that could 

explain male leaders’ successor ratings. That is, although underlying 
social similarities are generally assumed to guide positive leader 
evaluations (Kanter, 1977), we  cannot give full certainty that 
this is the case in our data. Consequently, there may be alternative 
explanations for our Study 1 findings. To give one concrete 
example, transformational leadership is known to be a visionary 
leadership style that motivates followers to look beyond their 
current abilities and position (Bass and Avolio, 1990). The male 
leaders who received high scores on this style could thus also 
consider career advancement important and were therefore more 
attuned to their followers’ successor potential. This alternative 
reasoning cannot explain, however, why positive evaluations of 
female leaders’ on these styles were unrelated to their follower 
successor ratings. Nonetheless, with this in mind, we  would 
encourage future field research to re-examine which leadership 
style is most likely to create perceptions of leader-follower fit, 
use both leader and follower ratings to objectively assess the 
amount of fit in these perceptions, and then test whether these 
fit perceptions matters for the career progression of followers.

To alleviate some of Study 1’s limitations, in Study 2, we  did 
measure interpersonal fit more directly (and independently of 
followers’ levels of competence to fulfill a future leader position). 
This leadership study also had the benefit of ensuring high internal 
validity and addressing issues of causality. Still, two points remain 
open for discussion. First, our operationalization of, and findings 
on, interpersonal fit follows directly from Byrne’s (1971) fit 
definition as representing positive interpersonal relationships guided 
by social similarities that facilitates resources exchanges. However, 
we  did not find any (moderating) effects for leader-follower 
gender fit in both studies. On the one hand, this finding underlines 
that fit perceptions can be  derived from multiple sources of 
demographic and social similarities (Byrne, 1971). On the other 
hand, it may be  that in our samples, leaders were unresponsive 
to gender fit due to social desirability concerns (Richman et  al., 
1999). In this regard, if we  want to fully understand the old 
boys’ network phenomenon and the ways to overcome its existence, 
more research is needed on how leader-follower gender fit and 
interpersonal fit perceptions are exactly related to each other.

Second, the supplementary analyses we conducted in Study 2 
revealed that female leaders reportedly held less power than 
male leaders. This result resonates with the idea that female 
leaders often feel socially isolated at the top and believe that 
they not adequately represent the behaviors typically expected 
from (male) leaders in their organization (Heilman, 2001; Derks 
et  al., 2016). Importantly, these differential power perceptions 
of male and female leaders also had an impact on followers’ 
successor evaluations. We  therefore further tested whether 
female leaders considered it less relevant, or appropriate even, 
to evaluate the follower’s successor potential based on 
interpersonal fit because of their lowered power perceptions. 
However, the link between leaders’ perceived power and their 
successorship ratings did not hinge on the presence of leader-
follower fit. This means that the little emphasis female leaders’ 
place on interpersonal fit in evaluating successor potential 
cannot be explained by their perceptions of not being a typical 
organizational manager themselves. Accordingly, it remains 
open for further investigation what other key mechanisms 
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could potentially explain why female leaders are less attuned 
to fit perceptions than are male leaders.

One possible alternative explanation of our findings could 
be  that female leaders may be  less likely to show selection 
biases and rely less on interpersonal fit perceptions because 
they are more aware of discriminatory practices than male leaders 
are (Maume, 2011). This possibility underscores Ibarra’s (1997) 
theoretical reasoning that female leaders’ sponsorship strategies 
are different from those of male leaders because female leaders 
are more concerned with being competent and demonstrating 
their worth to the organization than are male leaders. We therefore 
believe that future research in this area should include indicators 
of the degree to which female leaders attempt to legitimizing 
their own position within the organization and test whether 
these attempts can explain why male and female leaders differ 
in their focus on interpersonal fit in promoting followers.

Finally, more generally, our focus on fit as a psychological 
mechanism underlying the old boys’ network phenomenon 
highlights the importance of examining the unique strategies 
male leaders use to sponsor their follower into successor roles. 
In this regard, we  support the recent call of scholars to not 
only focus on the obstacles that women and members of other 
underrepresented groups face as they try to succeed professionally. 
Future research should also include the experiences of men, 
as they are equally important for understanding why workplace 
gender discrimination is so persistent (Bruckmüller et al., 2013).

CONCLUSION AND PRACTICAL 
IMPLICATIONS

For companies seeking a clear road map for supporting and 
advancing women’s position in the work place, we  advise them 
to not only make a compelling case for gender diversity, or to 
ensure that formal hiring, promotions, and reviews are fair. First, 
given that organizational success stems from “capturing the value 
of the entire workforce, not just a few superstars” (O’Reilly and 
Pfeffer, 2000, p.  52, see also Steffens et  al., 2018), less reliance 
on the individual sponsor activities of leaders and a greater 
focus on a more systematic, inclusive HR approach is recommended. 
With such an inclusive approach, organizations offer equal 
developmental and network opportunities to all employees at 
lower management position (Gallardo-Gallardo et  al., 2013). 
Second, if organizations do rely on leader perceptions of 
successor potential, they need to ensure that upper management 

is held more accountable for their sponsorship activities and 
the resulting career advancements that they provide to specific 
followers (and not others).
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Several challenges (e.g., sexism, parental leave, the glass ceiling, etc.) disproportionately
affect women in academia (and beyond), and thus perpetuate the leaky pipeline
metaphor for women who opt-out of an academic career. Although this pattern can
be seen at all levels of the academic hierarchy, a critical time for women facing
such challenges is during the postdoctoral stage, when personal life transitions and
professional ambitions collide. Using a social identity approach, we explore factors
affecting the mental health of postdoctoral women, including identity development (e.g.,
as a mother, a scientist) and lack of control (uncertainty about one’s future personal
and professional prospects), which likely contribute to the leak from academia. In
this mixed-method research, Study 1 comprised interviews with postdoctoral women
in North America (n = 13) and Europe (n = 8) across a range disciplines (e.g.,
psychology, physics, political science). Common themes included the negative impact
of career uncertainty, gender-based challenges (especially sexism and maternity leave),
and work-life balance on mental and physical health. However, interviewees also
described attempts to overcome gender inequality and institutional barriers by drawing
on support networks. Study 2 comprised an online survey of postdoctoral women
(N = 146) from a range of countries and academic disciplines to assess the relationships
between social identification (e.g., disciplinary, gender, social group), perceived control
(i.e., over work and life), and mental health (i.e., depression, anxiety, stress, and life
satisfaction). Postdoctoral women showed mild levels of stress and depression, and
were only slightly satisfied with life. They also showed only moderate levels of perceived
control over one’s life and work. However, hierarchical regression analyses revealed
that strongly identifying with one’s discipline was most consistently positively associated
with both perceived control and mental health. Collectively, these findings implicate the
postdoctoral stage as being stressful and tenuous for women regardless of academic
background or nationality. They also highlight the importance of disciplinary identity as a
potentially protective factor for mental health that, in turn, may diminish the rate at which
postdoctoral women leak from the academic pipeline.
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INTRODUCTION

Imposter syndrome. Sexism. Maternity leave. The glass ceiling.
The glass cliff. These are just a few of the challenges that
disproportionately affect women in academia and perpetuate the
leaky pipeline metaphor (Goulden et al., 2011; Resmini, 2016)
for women who opt-out of an academic career. Although this
pattern can be seen at all levels of the academic hierarchy, the
postdoctoral stage seems to be a critical time for women facing
such challenges, when personal life changes and professional
ambitions often collide. Indeed, this appears to be a time
when women are particularly at risk of exiting the academy
(Martinez et al., 2007).

In addition to career interruption or relinquishment, the toll
taken by this career phase is undoubtedly psychological.
Many of the issues facing postdoctoral women involve
identity development (e.g., as a mother, a scientist, etc.;
Goulden et al., 2011) along with a sense of uncertainty
about control over one’s future personal and/or professional
prospects (Larson et al., 2014). These challenges, coupled
with institutions that lack equitable structures and policies for
women (e.g., Lundine et al., 2018), create a climate ripe for
career abandonment.

In this mixed-method research, we explore mental health
among postdoctoral women, aiming to understand their
experiences qualitatively (Study 1) and quantitatively (Study
2). At the heart of this experience, we argue, is a sense of
identity. We explore how various social identities—that is,
the value and importance of those group memberships to
the self-concept (Tajfel and Turner, 1979)—may exacerbate
mental health issues among postdoctoral women when they
are experienced as not fitting with the academic environment
(Iyer et al., 2009). Conversely, we also examine whether
identity may protect mental health in ways predicted by
the social identity approach to health (Jetten et al., 2012;
Haslam et al., 2018).

Barriers to Workplace Gender Equality
Women in academia face many barriers to workplace equality,
which can result in “leaking” from the academic pipeline. The
leaky pipeline is a metaphor often used to describe the loss
of women in STEM (i.e., science, technology, engineering, and
math)—and arguably other fields before reaching senior roles
(Goulden et al., 2011; Resmini, 2016; Howes et al., 2018).
Although research has yet to determine which barriers contribute
most to the leaky pipeline, there are several likely candidates.
For example, the well-known metaphor of the glass ceiling—
defined as a barrier that results from gender or race and
prevents one from moving past a certain point in their career
(e.g., promotion or hiring) (Cotter et al., 2001; Bruckmüller
et al., 2014)—undoubtedly also affects women in the academy.
Further to the glass ceiling, the glass cliff phenomenon (Ryan
and Haslam, 2005) may also set women up in precarious
leadership roles where they are more likely to fail, and there is
reason to believe that this occurs in academia as well, where
leadership positions abound (e.g., in teaching, research, and
senior administration).

In light of coming up against the glass ceiling or perching
precariously on the edge of the academic glass cliff, it
should not be surprising that many women in academia
suffer from imposter syndrome—the feeling that one is
not worthy or competent despite evidence to the contrary.
This “syndrome” is more common in women than men
and is also associated with attributions that women place
on their successes (Clance and Imes, 1978; Howe-Walsh
and Turnbull, 2016). Women often attribute their success
to temporary causes such as luck, while men more often
attribute their success to stable qualities within themselves
(Clance and Imes, 1978). Unfortunately, imposter syndrome
can start early in a woman’s educational trajectory and may
also explain, at least in part, women’s underrepresentation in
STEM (and other) disciplines, as well as take a significant
psychological toll.

Beyond subjective experiences, there is objective evidence
that women are not valued to the same extent as their
male counterparts—sexism, gender pay inequity, and fewer
chances for promotion also continue to be barriers to
workplace equality that women in academia (and beyond)
regularly face (Cohen and Huffman, 2007; Savigny, 2014;
Lee, 2015; Kohout and Singh, 2018). Women also have
less chance of being hired in the first place compared to
their male counterparts (Savigny, 2014). For example, when
presented with two identical Curriculum Vitaes (CVs) with
gender-identifying information included, 127 professors from
various fields (physics, chemistry, and biology) considered
those belonging to men to be better; however, when the
CVs were gender-blind, women were evaluated as better
(Moss-Racusin et al., 2012). Indeed, despite the idea that
academics or intellectuals are more aware of social injustices
and act as critics and the conscience of society (Martin, 1984;
Rodden, 2014; Harre et al., 2017), gender inequality occurs in
academia, as elsewhere.

Although leaks in the pipeline can be attributed to gender
bias and discrimination, another major factor driving the loss
of postdoctoral women from academia seems to be whether,
and when, they have children (Resmini, 2016; Ledford, 2017).
It has been reported that married women with young children
are 35% less likely to get a tenure-track position than married
men with young children, and are still 33% less likely to achieve
this position than are single women without young children
(Goulden et al., 2011).

The above-mentioned challenges can be seen at all levels of
the academic hierarchy, but a critical time for women facing
such barriers is during the postdoctoral stage, when personal
life changes and professional ambitions often collide (Martinez
et al., 2007). Not surprisingly, such challenges and inequalities—
sometimes compounded over time—can take a toll on women’s
mental health and perceived control over their career and life
trajectories (Kinman, 2001). While these mental health challenges
(and gender disparities) are recognized at the graduate student
level (Evans et al., 2018), support for postdoctoral fellows
often falls through the cracks (Newsome, 2008). It is at this
time—the pre-tenure track, postdoctoral stage when women
are on the academic job market—that the pipeline appears
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to be at its leakiest (Martinez et al., 2007; Newsome, 2008;
Goulden et al., 2011).

Challenges for Postdoctoral Women in
Academia
One’s time as a postdoctoral fellow—often termed a “postdoc”—
can be both challenging and rewarding. However, there are
many factors that affect the path of a postdoc’s career, including
the balance between these challenges and rewards. On the
rewarding side, the hours are often flexible and one can typically
pursue a research agenda without the added responsibilities
of teaching and administration. On the challenging side,
however, those flexible hours are often long, and the promise
of a tenure-track or permanent position is uncertain (Larson
et al., 2014). Additionally, and regrettably, many postdoctoral
women work in environments where they are not respected
or supported as women or as academics, particularly in male-
dominated fields (Case and Richley, 2013). Many postdoctoral
women report experiencing accumulated disadvantages as well
as subtle, biased sexism, both of which can combine to
create a workplace where women do not feel equal (Steinke,
2013) and don’t perform to their best capabilities (Schmader,
2002). Unfortunately, those perceptions of inequality are often
grounded in reality for postdoctoral women. For example,
there appears to be a persistent discrepancy in women and
men’s publication rates in high profile journals (Lundine et al.,
2018)—a marker which, of course, is used among academic
employers to measure both the quantity and quality of a
potential candidate.

As alluded to earlier, another reason why a woman may have
fewer publications than her male counterparts is maternity leave
(Goulden et al., 2011; Resmini, 2016). In this regard, timing
is critical, given the life-stage that coincides with building the
all-important publication record as a prerequisite for securing
academic employment. It should not be surprising then that
men are considerably more likely to be hired into permanent
academic positions compared to women who take maternity
leave within 5 years of completing their doctorates (Mason and
Goulden, 2004; Resmini, 2016). This overlapping timeline can
create an especially steep challenge for women in postdoctoral
positions, who have not yet secured permanent employment
(Ledford, 2017).

Maternity leave may also have a signaling cost for a
postdoctoral woman, suggesting to potential employers that she
is not committed to her work (Goulden et al., 2011). Moreover,
in many cases the funding supporting postdocs does not allow
for paid parental absence, or postdocs are explicitly discouraged
from taking leave at all (Ledford, 2017). Maternity leave may
also change a woman’s own perceptions and ambitions in career
choice: 44% of women reported that issues related to children
were key influences in their decision not to pursue a professorship
with a research focus (Goulden et al., 2011). Indeed, historically,
societal gender norms have dictated that women will give up their
careers to have children and devote their time to caring for them.
While this is still a laudable path for some women today, those
who wish to have children while pursuing an academic career
often face a “baby penalty,” which can manifest itself in several

ways (e.g., lower quantity of academic outputs, less prestigious or
fewer tenure-track job offers, etc.; Mason and Goulden, 2004).

Finally, whether involving children or not, the postdoctoral
phase is also a transitional time marked by uncertainty.
Uncertainty about one’s future career is often stressful. This
uncertainty can be accompanied by a lack of perceived control,
which can negatively impact performance (Perry et al., 2005).
Moreover, lack of control can negatively impact mental health,
by increasing stress and anxiety (Michie, 2002). The lack of
perceived control in relation to one’s career prospects, combined
with uncertain perceptions about one’s future life in general (e.g.,
moving cities, starting a family), may encourage postdoctoral
women to opt-out of an academic career before it even begins,
thereby perpetuating the leaky pipeline metaphor.

Indeed, the barriers and challenges noted here, coupled
with institutions that lack equitable structures and policies for
women, create a climate ripe for career abandonment during
the postdoctoral stage. Beyond practical implications for career
progression, however, these challenges also take a significant
psychological toll on women at a vulnerable point in their career.
We investigate this psychological impact in the present research,
focusing on exploring the mental health of postdoctoral women.
In doing so, we adopt a theoretical perspective that highlights
the importance of identity in guiding and shaping mental health.
Not only is a strong sense of connection and identity important
to mental health (Jetten et al., 2012), identity is at the heart
of many challenges experienced during the postdoctoral stage,
when tenuous career conditions may throw women’s social group
identities—for example, as a scientist, as an academic, or as a wife
or mother—into question.

A Social Identity Approach to Mitigating
the Challenges of Postdoctoral Women
As postdoctoral fellows—a time rife with important life and
career transitions—women must often balance multiple social
identities. In the context of life transitions, these identities can
be both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, perceived
incompatibility between different identities (for example, as
mother and employee) can undermine well-being (Iyer et al.,
2009). On the other hand, an emerging line of research
drawn from the social identity approach (Tajfel and Turner,
1979; Turner et al., 1987) reveals that meaningful social
identities can protect mental and physical health. This line
of basic research, colloquially termed ‘the social cure’ (Jetten
et al., 2012; Haslam et al., 2018), is the foundation of an
emerging applied agenda that aims to put this theory into
practice to improve mental health outcomes in a variety
of populations, including clinical and organizational settings
(Haslam et al., 2003, 2016).

Numerous studies have found that group identity can mitigate
stressors in an individual’s life, including academic stressors
among minority group members (Oyserman et al., 2006),
high-impact situational stressors (Haslam and Reicher, 2006),
and stressful life transitions (Praharso et al., 2017; Seymour-
Smith et al., 2017) such as marriage or becoming a parent.
This protective effect is thought to be due to a number of
factors, including a robust support network provided by other
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group members, but also from a sense of collective- and self-
esteem drawn from belonging to the group in question (Jetten
et al., 2012). Indeed, identifying with a group has also been
shown to protect the self-esteem of women exposed to blatant
sexism (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2016), something that women
in academia are known to face. This protective effect may
even impact individuals at the neurochemical level, in turn,
better protecting mental health (Häusser et al., 2012). Likewise,
identification with groups can help people feel more in control
of their lives, which has been shown to be associated with more
positive mental health outcomes (Greenaway et al., 2015). The
postdoctoral stage is a time in which individuals might feel that
their career prospects—and even their personal life—are out of
their control. Identifying with important or supportive groups
might help to mitigate such stress and uncertainty, in part due
to the social support and sense of community derived therein
(Jetten et al., 2012).

What differs in the postdoctoral stage, however, is the
uncertainty of those identities themselves (e.g., “Will I ever get
a tenure-track job?”, “Will I be able to publish papers while on
maternity leave?”). Moreover, some of the identities in question
may seem to be incompatible or have conflicting goals (Iyer
and Ryan, 2009; Cruwys et al., 2016; Matschke and Fehr, 2017),
forcing women into a juggling act where the demands on their
time and their resources are not realistic. Such conflicts are
sometimes termed identity interference (Settles, 2004). In this
regard, female academics may feel that one identity (e.g., scientist,
academic) cannot be expressed at the same time as another
(e.g., woman, mother; Settles, 2004; Steinke, 2013). Although
such identity complexity (Roccas and Brewer, 2002) is not
uncommon, it may be especially problematic for women who are
simultaneously attempting to establish themselves in an academic
career and embarking upon important personal life transitions.
In the midst of this conceivable identity incompatibility, women
may be less inclined to identify with some group memberships
(Matschke and Fehr, 2017) to reduce identity interference, with
potential consequences for mental health (Cruwys et al., 2016;
Sønderlund et al., 2017).

THE PRESENT RESEARCH

The leaky pipeline persists. Women are leaving the academic
track at rates greater than men, and this is happening for a
variety reasons. In the current research our purpose is not to
determine whether women face greater challenges than men in
academia—this has already been established. Instead, our goal
is to explore nuances regarding the mental health experiences
of women during the postdoctoral period—a demanding career
stage in which women attempt to secure higher positions in
academia. We assess these experiences qualitatively (to capture
health experiences in women’s own words) and quantitatively (to
examine those health experiences against norms). Moreover, we
assess factors that might act as a psychological safeguard against
the poor mental health that can stem from the stressors and
challenges inherent to this phase of life and career. Specifically,
we assess whether group identity (e.g., identifying with other

members of one’s discipline or gender) is positively associated
with perceptions of control (over work and life) and mental
health (e.g., depression, anxiety, stress, life satisfaction).

To examine these research questions, we took a mixed-method
approach that combines the empirical rigor of quantitative
analysis with the rich contextual insights gleaned from qualitative
analysis. Study 1 comprised interviews with postdoctoral women
in North America and Europe across a range of disciplines to
explore their lived experiences from their perspectives. Study
2 comprised an online study of early career researchers from
a range of academic disciplines (e.g., psychology, physics,
political science, etc.) and across several countries (e.g., Germany,
Australia, United States, etc.) to assess social identification
with important groups (i.e., discipline, gender, social), perceived
control (i.e., work and life), and mental health (i.e., depression,
anxiety, stress, life satisfaction). At the heart of both of these
studies is an interest in identity and mental health among
postdoctoral women, and how these factors interrelate. In this
research we therefore extend and bridge previous work by
examining relations among gender inequality, important social
identities, and mental health outcomes during a potentially fragile
career stage for women from various academic backgrounds
and nationalities.

STUDY 1

Our aim in Study 1 was to qualitatively explore the challenges
faced by postdoctoral women. We interviewed women from
a variety of disciplinary backgrounds in both Canada and
Germany, to capture their perspectives as well as to gauge
differences and similarities across their experiences. Of particular
interest were women’s career goals and intentions, gender issues
in the academy, women’s experiences of health and well-being (or
lack thereof), and potential strategies to alleviate challenges they
had encountered.

Method
Participants and Procedure
We conducted semi-structured interviews on two university
campuses—in Canada and in Germany, across a variety of
disciplines. The Canadian sample consisted of 13 participants
ranging from 30 to 44 years of age; 5 of these participants had
children, most of whom took less than 1 year of maternity leave
(despite the norm in Canada being one full year). These Canadian
women had been in postdoctoral positions ranging from 1 to
2.5 years. The European sample consisted of 8 participants,
ranging from 29 to 46 years of age; only 1 of these participants
had children, and took a 3-month maternity leave (whereas the
norm in Germany is also 1 year). Although most of these women
had been in a postdoctoral position for approximately 2 years,
some had completed multiple postdocs spanning up to 13 years1.

1Although all interviews were conducted in Canada and Germany, these
postdoctoral women were citizens of a variety of countries. Nonetheless, for ease of
presentation and to protect anonymity, participants are referred to as “Canadian
postdoc” or “German postdoc” throughout this article.
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We recruited participants through personal emails,
institutional postdoctoral contact lists, and recruitment
notice postings. The inclusion criteria included being a woman
and currently holding a postdoctoral position. After collecting
informed consent, we interviewed participants using a semi-
structured format that included questions developed from
the study’s aims. We used an interview method to allow for a
richer understanding of women’s experiences in academia while
protecting the anonymity of their responses. We conducted the
interviews in Canada between June and August 2017 and each
interview lasted between 22.51 and 50.14 min. We conducted
the interviews in Germany between August and September 2017,
and they lasted between 27.01 and 92.23 min. We conducted
all interviews in English, audio-recorded them using Audacity
software, and manually transcribed them. Our theory-driven
thematic analyses (Boyatzis, 1998; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane,
2006) were facilitated by using NVivo software. We offered
each participant a coffee shop gift card as compensation.
Names and disciplines have been redacted to avoid identifying
participants (as in some cases, the participant was the only female
postdoctoral fellow in their department).

Results
Data Analyses
Three independent members of the research team read and coded
the interview transcripts. Following this process, we created
new themes and we removed or merged redundant themes.
We analyzed interviews both as a function of country (Canada
vs. Germany) and then together2. The result was a finalized
list of four main themes, which often intersected with one
another, namely (1) career flexibility vs. uncertainty, (2) gender-
based challenges, (3) work-life balance and health, and (4)
social support and identity (or lack thereof). We consider each
of these in turn.

Career Flexibility vs. Uncertainty
Flexibility and independence
When we asked about their general experiences and what
they liked about their current position, postdoctoral women
in our sample often noted flexibility, both in terms of their
working hours in order to “juggle responsibilities” and in terms
of developing new research ideas. As one Canadian postdoc
reported: “What I really like is that I have the flexibility of
hours. . .. . .. . . I feel that having that autonomy allows me to drive
my research forward so I come up with new publication ideas.”
This flexibility was often complimented by a newfound feeling
of independence, as another Canadian postdoc noted: “Once you
graduate from the Ph.D. you are no longer a student. . . you are
considered more as a colleague. And I definitely saw that, it was a
really welcoming change.”

However, in line with our theorizing that postdoctoral
fellowships can be “the best of times and the worst of times,”
several women also explicitly commented on this dichotomy. For

2The themes that emerged from the samples in Canada and Germany overlapped
to the extent that composite results for both samples are presented here, with
any nuances noted.

example, as one Canadian postdoc reported: “The flexibility, it’s
both a blessing and a curse really, every day you kind of plan for
yourself, and it’s a blank slate. But admittedly a lot of times I wake
up and I’m not sure what I’m going to achieve that day and I
don’t achieve anything.” Likewise, a similar contrast was noted
regarding the independence of the postdoctoral life—although
this independence was appreciated in terms of juggling other
plans and commitments, there was a downside when considering
how postdocs “fit in” to the larger research group from both social
and project perspectives. As noted by another Canadian postdoc:
“I have a lot of independence, and that’s really great. I don’t have
to call in sick if my little girl is sick, I don’t have to ask to go on
vacation. I just do it. No one is questioning me on those things. But
on the flipside. . . being a postdoctoral researcher can be almost too
independent at times. Because you may be the only one working on
that topic. Depending on the group dynamics, you may be part of
the group but you’re not actually integral to anyone else’s research.
And so, you may actually just kind of float, which can be good and
bad depending on how you look at it. But I think that’s a real risk
for most postdocs. . .”

Uncertainty
Also in line with the postdoctoral experience as “the worst
of times,” one of the most prominent themes that emerged
from analysis of the interview data was the career uncertainty
that postdoctoral women felt. When asked about their career
aspirations, even women who indicated that they expected to
meet their career goals were still cognizant of the lack of
permanent (including tenure-track) positions available within
academia. As one Canadian participant noted: “Well, there are no
jobs. You have to move really far to get a job in academia as it is
right now. And I’m getting a bit tired of that because I’ve already
traveled a lot. So I’m reassessing right now, to be honest, because
it’s not clear if there will really be a job in academia in the future. I
don’t know if that’s really a realistic aspiration to hold on to.”

Moreover, many of the women expressed the need to keep
their “options open and not get tunnel vision,” had already
abandoned the idea of pursing a tenure-track professorship
because “there are so few jobs that the reality is most of us are not
going to move on in academia,” had decided to pursue a career
in research industry or government, or felt that they were at
the midpoint of making that decision. As one German postdoc
reported: “So, when I moved here, at the beginning I really wanted
to stay in science. . .. But now I should be realistic, maybe I don’t
have a chance to become a professor especially in Germany –
because I want to stay in Germany. And. . . I’m also thinking about
industry. Almost ninety percent I’ve made my decision, and. . . the
problem is, I don’t know about the opportunities in industry.”

This uncertainty about the future was, in some cases,
exacerbated by the uncertainty of women’s present positions,
especially in terms of occupying multiple postdocs. This seemed
to be a prominent issue for our German interview respondents
who had, on average, been in postdoctoral positions for a
greater number of years than the Canadian postdocs interviewed.
As one German postdoc said: “So, I have always worked at
[this institution]. Since September [year] in something called
this “wissenschaftliche Mitarbeiter” [research assistant] position.
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But my funding has constantly changed... So, my projects have
changed regularly but my position is still always the same. I am
a temporary – I mean, not temporary, I mean to say, I don’t have a
“feste Stelle” [permanent position].

Gender-Based Challenges
Sexism (and being out-numbered)
In addition to general feelings of uncertainty, some postdoctoral
women also reported uncertainty in their own abilities (including
“imposter syndrome”), or uncertainty regarding whether some
of the attention they received was due to their ability as a
scientist or due to their gender, especially in male-dominated
disciplines. For example, as a German postdoc reported: “In
certain conferences. . . it’s not clear whether when you talk to a new
person, whether they are flirting with you or they’re not. . . because
there are very few women, sometimes it’s kind of hard to tell the
difference between whether they talk to me because they take me
seriously as a scientist or because they talk to me because I’m one
of the few women in the meeting.”

Indeed, especially among postdocs in natural science
disciplines, many noted that they were often the only woman
in the room—an observation that was sometimes missed by
their male colleagues, as noted by a Canadian postdoc: “I’ve
been in numerous field camps where I’m the only woman, I’ve
been in numerous labs where I’m the only woman, I’ve been
in numerous meetings where I’m the only woman. . . in our
particular group there is definitely a male bias. What I find
fascinating is that it’s often not recognized by our male colleagues.
And I’ve actually been in a room where a male colleague has
turned to me and said ‘Do you really think that female directed
scholarships are necessary?’ And I kind of looked at him like
‘Are you effing kidding me? And I looked around. . . and I
was the only female in the room.” In some cases, this lack of
recognition of gender disparity by male colleagues specifically
highlighted the leaky pipeline at the postdoctoral stage, as noted
by another Canadian postdoc: “I’ve had male counterparts. . .
[say] ‘Well how is there a gender bias? I can’t even find any male
students, all my grad students are female.’ It’s like ‘Yeah, but
they’re at the Master’s level, how many female postdocs do you
have? Oh none?”

Interestingly, alongside the challenges of not being taken
seriously and networking with male colleagues without being
misinterpreted as having romantic interests, many of the women
we interviewed commented that “you just get used to” being in
male-dominated environments. Unfortunately, however, other
instances of gender-based challenges constituted more overt
sexism, often based on the assumptions that women were weaker,
both physical and mentally, did not belong in the discipline, or
were not prepared for an academic career. A telling example came
from one Canadian postdoc when discussing support from her
supervisor regarding her job prospects: “I think the assumption
is just that I’m not going to academia, and so I’ve had a few
[times] where [my] male counter parts are. . . involved in more
projects, and more taken under the wing, and so they end up
being on more papers. And it’s just assumed that they’re heading
into academia. And for me, they are. . . nice and supportive, but
when it actually comes to inclusion in projects and planning and

papers and writing, I get forwarded jobs that are not academic; I
get forwarded jobs that are more [entry] level; I get forwarded jobs
that are not academic stream. I’ve always been fascinated by that,
because we’ve never had a conversation about my choices.”

Likewise, some female postdocs noted being “put down” or
“looked down upon”. Others noted being subject to inappropriate
comments, as noted by a German postdoc, “in some environments
people will never make any inappropriate comments, but. . . some
people in other environments will, you know, say. . . ask whether
she’s good looking or. . . just talk about it as if it’s a normal topic
to discuss, when you’re talking about a scientist.” In many cases,
sexist attitudes also intersected with race and age, especially
in male-dominated disciplines. A Canadian postdoc noted: “I
went through working in a very male dominated career... a lot
of the people that are in charge in that realm are older white
men. So there’s a specific culture that’s created. . . there’s a real
intersection between the age and gender thing. And there are
these. . . hierarchical judgements.”

Finally, several of the postdocs interviewed commented on
the gender disparity between men and women in terms of
their geographical mobility. Specifically, they noted that, in their
experience, male colleagues had more freedom to travel—both
short-term and long-term—than did women. A German postdoc
explained: “It’s more common that. . . men will be in a relationship
and. . . their partner will. . . either not have very specific career
goals so they won’t mind so much moving, where they are moving,
and moving quite often. And well, this is a lot less likely to happen
if you are a woman.”

Maternity leave (pregnancy and child-rearing)
Of all the gender-based challenges noted, the challenge of taking
maternity leave was most prominent in our analyses of the
interview data. Narratives were volunteered from women who
had postponed having children, given up various academic
pursuits to have children, or felt they had been penalized for
taking maternity leave. Indeed, several women noted the feeling
of “lagging behind” their peers while on maternity leave, as
described by a Canadian postdoc: “It’s difficult to stay engaged
during that year. It’s difficult, and so women are starting to take
shorter and shorter mat leaves because they know that they are
going to start getting looked over. . .”. Likewise, the challenge of
nursing an infant contributed to the feeling of falling behind
one’s peers in terms of the time needed to remain productive, as
noted by another Canadian postdoc: “I think just the fact that I
was breastfeeding. . . that did create challenges, because it’s harder
to be away from the baby and then when I came back to work
I’d have to take time to pump milk and there wasn’t really a
suitable spot to do that. So it would take up a big part of my
day.” These concerns emerged in light of perceptions that the
academic job market does not take the loss of productivity during
a woman’s maternity leave into consideration. As explicitly noted
by a Canadian postdoc: “There’s [a] challenge if you decide to
have children. I feel like that does harm your career. Because I
don’t think it’s recognized. . . you’re still expected to be producing
a certain number of publications even if you are taking time off
to have kids...” Although some potential solutions were offered,
ranging from offering more paternity leave to freezing women’s
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eggs, concerns were expressed that “I still don’t know how [hiring
committees] could change their criteria to make it more fair.”

While only 6 of the 21 women that we interviewed for this
project had children, many of those who did not have children
also stated that one of the biggest challenges for a female postdoc
is choosing between having children (and when) and progressing
in their career. This sentiment was poignantly expressed by one
postdoc, who stated, “Particularly since I haven’t had any kids,
I’m still safe.” Indeed, several women we interviewed stated that
they would like to have children, but felt the need to factor their
work into the decision of when to have them. This conflict was
described by a Canadian postdoc, saying: “You sort of reach the
postdoc stage where you’re supposed to launch academically at the
same time that you have to decide whether or not to have kids. And
most women have put it off because they’ve been studying so long. . .
I mean, I’m facing that decision myself now, it’s now or never.”

Likewise, women noted perceptions of stigma associated with
taking leave itself, including the notion that having children was
“frowned upon” or discouraged. As a German postdoc reported:
“The gossip in my department was that. . . the climate was not
very conducive for women to become pregnant and take time off.
I mean. . . so that then they become less useful for the department
during their time off. . . if you do become pregnant. . . you’re falling
out of favor with your boss. . .. Even though my boss didn’t say
anything to me personally, but just that his behavior to other
women prior to me, who had experienced that in the group. . .
showed me that. . . the outcome might not be the best.” Moreover,
some of the challenges of having children intersected with blatant
discrimination on this basis, as noted by a Canadian postdoc:
“There’s still the perception like that it’s viewed negatively if you
decide to have kids. Like I was told for a position I was looking into,
‘I don’t think that you’d actually be able to do the project because of
your family situation’. . . which I’m pretty sure [is] one of the things
you’re not really supposed to say in an interview situation.”

Importantly, the challenges of maternity leave were not
restricted to the leave itself, as women also reported that the
challenges of pregnancy (e.g., fatigue, etc.) potentially hindered
postdocs’ productivity. However, this was especially evident
among women in the natural sciences, whose lab work often had
to cease as soon as they became pregnant, as noted by a German
postdoc: “No matter how nice, no matter how helpful the father is,
it’s always easier for the guys to have kids than for the girls. Because
for girls – especially experimentalists – we can’t be in the lab for like
a year. So, in a year, you literally cannot work on your samples so
then, yeah you could write, you can do some other things, but you’re
[going to] be set back. . .. Cause the first year. . . even while you’re
pregnant, your life is completely messed up and the guy would not
be affected.”

And finally, on the other side of maternity leave, women noted
that child-rearing and the “emotional labor” of mothering was a
continuing challenge—not only compared to men (as many also
acknowledged their husbands’ help in this regard), but also in
comparison to other women without children. As explained by
a German postdoc: “Making [your] career is really a challenge
because it is the woman who has to have the children. Conceive,
carry and deliver and, the first months. . . when children are 1 year
old, 2 years old, they need also still a lot of support. And by nature,

or by individual preference, women are doing a lot of stuff for the
children. I don’t know why – in principle, men can also do that, but
I think women voluntarily do it. Because. . . of nursing and all these
things they are more connected to the children. So, if you have a
demanding job. . . in my own experience. . . it is extremely difficult
to compete with people who have no children or men.”

Work-Life Balance and Health
Work-life balance
Intersecting with gender-based challenges—including having
children—the postdoctoral women in our study reported the
challenge of achieving so-called work-life balance, especially in
light of the uncertainty of the competitive academic job market.
However, unlike the aforementioned flexibility of work hours and
idea development, they discussed a stark contrast in the flexibility
of academia itself, especially as it related to balancing other
aspects of life and family. As reported by a Canadian postdoc:
“There’s no flexibility in academia, there’s no acknowledgment of
the importance of family life, or anything like that. You are either
expected to play the game in full or get out.” Nonetheless, some
of the postdoctoral women we interviewed were attempting to
achieve this balance, as described by another Canadian postdoc:
“I definitely have faced challenges in terms of work-life balance.
My husband’s not an academic, and he thinks I work a ton.
And he has tried to lay out ground rules of when I can and
cannot work, which. . . is a healthy thing. But that’s a challenge. . .
balancing that.”

Interestingly, several of the German postdocs—especially
those who had lived in multiple countries—noted a discrepancy
in work-life balance between Europe and North America, with
many opting to stay in Germany (or Europe more broadly) in
hopes of maintaining more balance. As one German postdoc put
it: “That’s the. . . difference. . . between the US and Germany or
Europe: there’s a better life-work balance in Europe as opposed to
the US. . .. in the US, majority of people are workaholics. And that
kind of inspires this culture of ‘if you don’t stay in the lab for 12 h a
day you’re a horrible person,’ which is not always true because there
is only. . . so much time that you could be efficient.”

The women interviewed in Canada and Germany alike,
however, expressed frustration with the timing of the
postdoctoral stage in terms of achieving work-life balance
or planning one’s personal life. As stated by a German postdoc:
“I don’t think science is very ideal in the whole lay-out, in how
you’re supposed to proceed with your career. At age thirty, should
I really have a temporary job where I’m working in a city for
2 years and then I’m expected to move to a whole new country,
again? This is crazy. I can’t – and then I’ll be 34 years old on my
second post-doc in some temporary city – how are you supposed to
have a family like this? I’m not doing a second post-doc, there’s no
chance in hell. . .”.

Mental and physical health
As anticipated, the postdoctoral women in our study also
reported that the lack of work-life balance impacted their mental
and physical health. The mental health issues they identified
primarily included depression, anxiety, and stress. Moreover,
concerns about work-life balance also intersected with identity
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issues, in that focusing solely on the needs of one’s work identity
came at the expense of positive mental health. As noted by a
Canadian postdoc: “If you spend all your time doing something
then that becomes sort of part of your identity. So then if things
aren’t going well in that aspect then it’s harder to be positive about
other things in your life if you associate your main identity [as]
being a scientist. Then if you encounter barriers to employment
in being a scientist then I think that is a bit of a challenge.” In
some cases, women also explicitly attributed mental health issues
to imposter syndrome, as in the case of a Canadian postdoc who
reported: “Mentally I think definitely there’s been some bouts of
depression. You know, definitely some imposter syndrome. . . So
with that, you know, definitely some anxiety. . .”.

To a great extent, the mental health issues of anxiety and stress
also stemmed from the frustration and uncertainty that women
felt about their career prospects, noting that “looking around at
my colleagues, everyone has issues. . . they start developing in the
PhD and they just get worse. It’s mostly due to the uncertainty.”
Others recognized that the daily stress they experienced was
nearly inevitable in pursing an academic career, and struggled
both with achieving work-life balance in their own lives, but also
with not promoting that culture to get ahead. As one Canadian
postdoc said: “I think that’s part of the training, but it’s also part
of the lifestyle, being an academic, which is terrible, it shouldn’t
be, we shouldn’t expect that from people. But it’s strange how the
culture kind of. . . gets in to your own head. You think you know
work-life balance is important, but then. . . I will still secretly judge
if somebody always goes home at 4pm, and I know I shouldn’t
because it’s great for people to set up their lives however [they] want
to. But there is this. . . highly competitive spirit that everybody sort
of expects, that if you want to be the best then you have to work
80 h a week. And that’s just not feasible for most people, and most
people don’t want that, but I think that that’s still the number one
thing. . . is this element of stress.”

Women reported several physical ailments, also often
associated with stress, including high blood pressure, exhaustion,
stomach issues, back pain, and especially insomnia. Interestingly,
even those women who said that they did not experience negative
effects on their health due to their academic careers mentioned
that they experienced great amounts of stress and contended
with sleepless nights, suggesting that those women came to
expect extreme stress and lack of sleep as a part of the normal
postdoctoral experience. As commented by a Canadian postdoc:
“. . . you end up working ridiculous hours. . . and it’s probably not
good, and I was probably more stressed than I should have been, or
getting less sleep or less restful sleep that I should have been . . . but
nothing outside the norm.” Likewise, another postdoc downplayed
the severity of her mental and physical health symptoms, saying
that she experienced “a lot of stress, due to the lack of a proper
schedule. This could be my own fault, but I’m only realizing it now.
Insomnia, stomach issues. Just basically anxiety related things.”

Support and Identity (or Lack Thereof)
Institutional barriers
The mental and physical health issues experienced by
postdoctoral women also intimated at the lack of support
available, which was the final theme that emerged from our

analyses of the interview data. When we asked about what
could be done to help alleviate some of the challenges they
faced, greater support from postdocs’ universities or institutions,
for mental health issues in particular, was requested. As one
Canadian postdoc recounted: “My officemate actually was
particularly anxious and he called some kind of help line at [the
university] looking for support and they denied him anything as a
postdoc. They told him if he were a student okay, or faculty okay,
but as a postdoc we can’t help you. . ..”

Women also reported other institutional barriers related to
health, broadly speaking, as well as those specifically affecting
women, especially the Canadian postdocs. In this regard, one
woman noted inconsistencies across health coverage, saying that
“we have three different postdocs in our lab, we get paid through
three different mechanisms, and we all have three different health
insurance coverage because of that.” However, several of the
women we interviewed also noted policies around maternity
leave and childcare as an institutionalized gender-based challenge
needing to be addressed, in terms of “. . . thinking critically about
scholarships and how scholarships actually provide maternity
leaves. . ..” A Canadian postdoc expressed her frustration with
the system, saying “I believe the current status is they offer you
4 months of maternity leave, but my understanding is that even. . .
the university here doesn’t take newborns until 6 months. So you
have this daycare system that doesn’t take babies until 6 months,
and yet you have [scholarships] that only provide maternity leave
for 4 months. How does that work?”

As recounted in our findings about gender-based challenges
above, many postdoctoral women also searched for answers
regarding how to eliminate gender biases and achieve greater
equity in hiring practices. At the same time, many of the
women we interviewed—in both Canada and Germany—
expressed discontent that although the academy often publicly
acknowledges these biases and barriers, they saw few changes
in practice. As noted by one of our participants: “I think it’s
fascinating that universities strive. . . to make statements about. . .
getting their gender bias basically under control and yet when
you submit CVs it’s still. . . this standard form with ‘How many
papers have you published?’ ‘What’s the impact factor?’... So
structural barriers. . . are documented and real, and yet the
universities still have this gender bias problem.” Indeed, there
appeared to be consensus among the women we interviewed
that both institutional as well as broad societal changes were
needed to enact change in this regard. In some cases this even
included women’s own understanding of the issues, as expressed
by a German postdoc who confessed, “I’m not a feminist. . . my
opinions are very—are on the traditional side sometimes, even
though I know that’s bullshit. And then I catch myself and then I
have to think and evaluate why I thought that way.”

Importantly, the postdoctoral women in our study also
conveyed that the barriers women face are cumulative, and that
the “tipping point” is at the postdoctoral level “where then you
have a higher representation of men in academic positions, and. . .
that kind of goes up the chain.” In particular, the barriers women
faced exacerbated the issues of achieving work-life balance or
challenges of having children at the postdoctoral stage. As noted
by a Canadian postdoc: “At the postdoc level, where you’ve been in
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the system for 10 years that has been imposing institutional barriers
on you for 10 years—where are you in that? I think for women
specifically. . . I didn’t feel any barriers when I was [in] a Bachelor’s
[degree] cause I didn’t want kids then, right? As you move through,
it’s at that Master’s, Ph.D., postdoc level that people are having to
make choices between having kids or not having kids. And so again
they are accumulating over time.”

Support, mentorship, and identity
In the midst of numerous barriers and challenges, the
postdoctoral women we interviewed also acknowledged the
support they received from friends and family, colleagues, and
the importance of having a mentor to guide them. For example,
a Canadian postdoc recalled her husband’s support after they’d
had a baby, which was augmented by his ability to take paternity
leave: “The only way I was able to advance the way that I wanted
to was because my husband was able to take paternity leave at the
same time. Because otherwise it would have been really challenging
because I didn’t have any paid maternity leave. So him having
leave at work was actually really important for me to be able
to still publish papers and to be looking for postdocs and that
kind of thing.”

Within the academy, however, many postdoctoral women in
our study attributed much of their support to strong female
mentors. As recounted by a German postdoc: “The fact that I
had female advisors up until coming here, I think it helped quite
a bit. Because my undergrad advisor, she was very young when
she started so I basically saw her build her lab up. And then
my Ph.D. advisor, she also was very young. . . and she had two
kids while I was in grad school. So, I got to see all the spectrum
of. . . getting a position, building up your lab, going up for tenure,
having kids. . . So it was. . . very nice to see that she was able
to do all that and still do science.” Likewise, the postdoctoral
women in our study reported that being around women who
had experienced—and persevered through—many of the same
challenges that they currently faced inspired them. As stated by
a Canadian postdoc: “I’ve had a lot of strong women role models
around me. . . Women who, they’ve gone through real challenges
of establishing themselves as. . . the one woman or. . . having to
contend with being dismissed. . .. And so I’m indebted to the women
who came before me who have tackled that and paved [the] way a
little bit for me.”

Nonetheless, women also expressed concerns that the often
male-dominated, competitive environment might induce women
to forget about the struggles faced by their female predecessors,
and that they might lack empathy for the women that come after
them. As conveyed by a Canadian postdoc: “I worry about making
sure I avoid doing this myself. . . like the tough love kind of thing. . .
‘if I could do it, you can do it,’ but without the kind of compassion
and empathy for that. . .. And then. . . there’s less of a sense of unity
among women. . ..”

Along with the mentorship of female role models, several of
our study participants also commented on the importance of
having support mechanisms in place among their colleagues to
help during difficult times, including feelings of loneliness and
social isolation. As noted by a Canadian postdoc: “At the postdoc
level. . . I’m reminded how isolating it is.” Support from other

postdoctoral women, as well as those with the same disciplinary
background (or both), were reported by women as being vital
to achieving a “feeling of togetherness,” as noted by one of the
German postdocs in our study. This was deemed to be especially
important at the postdoctoral stage: “In academia. . . I think,
especially in this post-doc stage where people move around a lot. . .
your first circle of social activities is with your colleagues also. So
this is quite important – that you can get along well with them.”

Nevertheless, women also expressed concerns that the
patriarchal culture in which the academy is embedded impeded
women’s support for one another, including the notion that
competition to get ahead superseded any sense of “togetherness”
that might be brought about by shared gender identity. As a
German postdoc suggested: “We don’t support each other. I think
we need. . . a strong network between women – we should support
each other. And even one of my male colleagues said in this
workshop, ‘We go outside and drink beer, but you ladies, do you
do [things] like this?’ And we were thinking, ‘No. . . we don’t’. I
think even between ourselves we have competition and we are not
so much supportive.”

Discussion
The findings of this qualitative study suggest that at least
some of the challenges encountered by postdoctoral women
are similar to those faced by women at other levels of the
academic hierarchy (and in other fields of work), including
sexism (Savigny, 2014), institutional barriers (Case and
Richley, 2013), and the impacts of limited work-life balance
on health (Emslie and Hunt, 2009). However, postdoctoral
women also faced some unique challenges, which appeared
to be driven largely by the uncertainty of both their career
and life stages. As noted previously—for women who are
attempting to simultaneously transition both personally
and professionally—timing matters (Goulden et al., 2011;
Resmini, 2016). Although some differences emerged across
the two countries (e.g., greater perceptions of work-life
balance in Europe compared to North America), and some
challenges (e.g., sexism) stood out as more problematic in
male-dominated disciplines, the experiences and perspectives
of postdoctoral women in both Germany and Canada largely
mirrored each other.

In particular, although the postdoctoral women in our study
appreciated the flexibility of their current positions, the thread
of uncertainty seemed to weave its way through other aspects
of women’s lives, including family planning, experiences of
depression, stress, and anxiety, as well as other stress-related
physical symptoms. Moreover, although the postdoctoral women
in our study acknowledged the support of family, colleagues, and
female mentors, the competitive nature of the job market also
threatened to erode a positive sense of gender identity from which
women could draw (and give) support (Haslam et al., 2005).
Nonetheless, in the midst of numerous stressors and challenges
faced, drawing on such support seemed to be a singular positive
aspect of their experiences, suggesting that the support derived
from various group memberships may be a fruitful avenue to
explore as a potential mitigating factor against postdoctoral
women’s mental health distress and disrupted career goals.
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STUDY 2

Study 1 revealed a number of barriers faced by postdoctoral
women that centered on themes of uncertainty, gender-based
challenges, work-life balance, and (lack of) support during a
critical and stressful life stage. In Study 2, we considered the
positive role of social support (e.g., from family, co-workers,
role models) in thinking about how these challenges might be
mitigated psychologically. The social identity approach has been
employed by psychologists in recent years to understand and
provide solutions to a range of health and well-being challenges
(i.e., “the social cure”; Jetten et al., 2012). A main finding of
this literature is that a range of important social identities—the
groups to which people belong and with which they identify—are
often uniquely beneficial for mental and physical health (Jetten
et al., 2012, 2017; Haslam et al., 2018).

Applying this logic to the postdoctoral stage, using a
large-scale multi-country survey, we assessed which—and
to what degree—various social identities are associated with
better well-being among postdoctoral women. In line with
social identity theorizing, we predicted that identification
with a variety of meaningful groups would be associated with
better well-being among postdocs. However, we expected that
these associations might differ depending on the identities in
question. As revealed in the qualitative analysis, postdoctoral
women face conflict between a number of identities, including
gender-based, work-based, and, in some cases, parenthood-
based identities, each of which might impact mental health to
varying degrees. Following from this, in Study 2 we assessed
discipline (e.g., physics, psychology, etc.) identification,
gender identification, and social group (i.e., friendship)
identification as potential protective factors against female
postdocs’ mental health issues in the form of lack of work and
life control, greater depression, stress and anxiety, and lower
life satisfaction.

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants were recruited using convenience samples from the
authors’ social and professional networks, and wider distribution
via online mailing lists of several early career researcher networks.
Participants completed an online survey using Qualtrics software.
The final sample comprised 304 researchers (Mage = 35.59,
SD = 6.47). The majority were female (74%) and currently held
a postdoctoral position (70%; as opposed to a permanent or
graduate student position). Just under half of the sample had at
least one child (44%).

Given our focus on the experiences of postdoctoral women
specifically, we isolated our analysis to the 146 women in
the sample who were currently in a postdoctoral position
(Mage = 33.40, SD = 4.45). According to G∗Power, this sample size
provided us with 92% power to detect medium effect sizes (two-
tailed; Faul et al., 2007; Erdfelder et al., 2009). Of this sample,
roughly a third (37%) had at least one child. The majority of this
sample worked in the natural sciences (80%, e.g., Earth Sciences,
Astrophysics, Biology, Medicine), followed by the social sciences
(14%, e.g., Psychology, Urban Studies), and humanities/other

(6%, e.g., Law, Public Health, Epidemiology). Participants were
based in Germany (43%), the United Kingdom (18%), Australia
(10%), the United States (6%), Canada (6%), Portugal (4%),
France (4%), the Netherlands (2%), Sweden (2%), or other (5%).

Measures
Depression
We measured depression using seven items adapted from the
depression subscale of the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale,
short form (DASS; e.g., “I couldn’t seem to experience any
positive feeling at all”; Henry and Crawford, 2005). Participants
reported the degree to which the items had applied to them
during the previous week on a scale ranging from 0, did not apply
to me at all to 3, applied to me very much or most of the time. As is
the norm for this scale, we summed the items and multiplied by
2 to form an index of depression.

Anxiety
We measured anxiety using seven items adapted from the DASS
short form (e.g., “I felt I was close to panic”; Henry and Crawford,
2005). Participants reported the degree to which the items had
applied to them during the previous week on a scale ranging from
0, did not apply to me at all to 3, applied to me very much or
most of the time. As with depression, we summed the items and
multiplied by 2 to form an index of anxiety.

Stress
We measured stress using seven items adapted from the DASS
short form (e.g., “I found it difficult to relax”; Henry and
Crawford, 2005). Participants reported the degree to which the
items had applied to them during the previous week on a scale
ranging from 0, did not apply to me at all to 3, applied to me very
much or most of the time. Once again, we summed the items and
multiplied by 2 to form an index of stress.

Life satisfaction
We assessed life satisfaction using Diener et al. (1985) Satisfaction
with Life Scale. The scale comprises five items (“In most ways
my life is close to my ideal”), scored on a scale ranging from 1,
strongly disagree to 7, strongly agree. As is the norm for this scale,
we summed the items to form an index of life satisfaction.

Control over life
We assessed perceived life control using three items (e.g., “I feel
in control of my life”; Greenaway et al., 2014) scored on a scale
ranging from 1, strongly disagree to 7, strongly agree. As is the
norm for this scale, we averaged the items to form an index of
perceived life control, α = 0.84.

Control over work
We assessed perceived work control using a scale by Ruthig et al.
(2009). The scale comprises eight items (four positively worded,
e.g., “The more effort I put into my work, the better I do” and
four negatively worded, e.g., “No matter what I do, I can’t seem
to do well in my work”) scored from 0, not at all to 4, extremely.
We reverse scored the negatively worded items and, as is the
norm for this scale, we summed all items to form an index of
perceived work control.
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Group identification
We assessed participants’ identification with 10 different groups
(as well as the option to include another group not listed) using
one-item adapted from Postmes et al. (2013; e.g., “I identify as a
member of my academic discipline”) scored on a scale ranging
from 1, strongly disagree to 7, strongly agree. We also asked
participants to indicate which of the 10 listed groups (or to
suggest another) they identified with most strongly.

Demographics
Participants provided demographic information including age,
gender, whether they had children (coded for analyses as 0 = no
and 1 = yes) and discipline (coded for analyses as 0 = social
science/humanities/other and 1 = natural science).

Results
Preliminary Analyses
Means and standard deviations for the mental health variables
are presented in Table 1. These show that female postdocs
experienced mild levels of depression and stress, although normal
levels of anxiety. Life satisfaction was in the slightly satisfied
range, and the control (over work and life) variables had no
available normed data, but responses sat on average around
the mid-point of the scale, indicating only moderate levels of
perceived life and work control.

To select the most relevant group identification variables,
we assessed responses to the item that asked participants to
indicate which group they identified with most strongly. As seen
in Table 2, participants identified most strongly with their social
(i.e., friendship) group, work (i.e., disciplinary) group, parental
role, and gender group. Because only 37% of participants had
children, we omitted parental role from the analyses reported
below, and focused on the other three identities as predictors of
mental health outcomes.

Predictors of Mental Health
Bivariate correlations among all variables are displayed in
Table 3. These correlations suggested that neither age, having
children, nor discipline, were associated with any of the group
identification or mental health outcomes. Interestingly, modest
positive correlations emerged between gender identity and both
social group (r = 0.18) and discipline identity (r = 0.19,
ps < 0.05), whereas the latter two identities were unrelated to
each other, perhaps suggesting a low degree of identity overlap
(and potentially high degree of identity conflict). However,

TABLE 2 | Percentages of group importance in Study 2.

Percent selected as most important group

Social group 31.5%

Work group 28.0%

Parental role 17.5%

Gender group 5.6%

Sports group 4.2%

National group 1.4%

Ethnic group 1.4%

Religious group 1.4%

School group 1.4%

Political group 1.4%

Other group 6.3%

group identification (both with one’s discipline and social group)
appeared to play a role in fostering well-being.

We subsequently conducted a series of multiple regression
analyses, regressing the dependent variables (mental health and
control) onto age, parenthood, discipline (i.e., natural science
vs. not), and the three identification variables of interest:
discipline identification, gender identification, and social group
identification, in order to further delineate these relations when
all variables were accounted for.

Depression
Together, the variables accounted for a significant amount of
variance in depression, R2 = 0.10, F(6,129) = 2.25, p = 0.042. Of
the individual predictors, however, only discipline identification
was significant, β = −0.26 (95% CI = −0.41, −0.10), SE = 0.08,
p = 0.001 (all other βs < 0.08, ps > 0.400), such that
greater identification with one’s discipline was associated with
lower depression.

Anxiety
Together, the variables did not account for a significant amount
of variance in anxiety, R2 = 0.03, F(6,127) = 0.67, p = 0.672, nor
were any of the individual predictors significant (all βs < 0.20,
ps > 0.341).

Stress
Together, the variables did not account for a significant amount of
variance in stress, R2 = 0.06, F(6,124) = 1.24, p = 0.291. However,
discipline identification was marginally significant, β = −0.15
(95% CI = −0.31, 0.01), SE = 0.08, p = 0.076 (all other βs < 0.07,

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics of mental health variables in Study 2.

M SD Range of scores Top of scale Level

Depression 9.82 8.45 0–40 42 Mild

Anxiety 5.97 6.43 0–32 42 Normal

Stress 13.04 7.47 0–36 42 Mild

Life satisfaction 23.33 6.80 5–35 35 Slightly satisfied

Life control 4.63 1.38 1–7 7 Non-normed

Work control 17.89 4.53 7–27 32 Non-normed

Levels were determined based on scale norms, where available.
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TABLE 3 | Bivariate correlations among variables in Study 2.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

(1) Age 0.46∗∗∗ 0.11 0.04 0.04 −0.02 −0.04 −0.03 −0.01 0.02 −0.13 −0.01

(2) Children −0.09 −0.04 −0.01 0.02 −0.05 −0.13 0.03 0.12 −0.08 0.06

(3) Natural science 0.15 −0.03 −0.08 0.05 0.02 −0.02 −0.08 −0.01 −0.02

(4) Discipline ID 0.19∗ 0.15 −0.28∗∗∗
−0.11 −0.16 0.32∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗ 0.32∗∗∗

(5) Gender ID 0.18∗
−0.05 0.05 −0.17 0.11 0.08 0.11

(6) Social group ID −.13 0.01 0.01 0.17∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.14

(7) Depression 0.49∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗
−0.62∗∗∗

−0.49∗∗∗
−0.43∗∗∗

(8) Anxiety 0.68∗∗∗
−0.22∗∗

−0.23∗∗
−0.21∗

(9) Stress −0.39∗∗∗
−0.35∗∗∗

−0.23∗∗

(10) Life satisfaction 0.67∗∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗

(11) Life control 0.41∗∗∗

(12) Work control

Children coded as 0 = no and 1 = yes. Natural science coded as 0 = social science/humanities/other and 1 = natural science. ID, identification. ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01;
∗∗∗p < 0.001.

ps > 0.101), such that greater identification with one’s discipline
was associated with lower stress.

Life satisfaction
Together, the variables accounted for a significant amount of
variance in life satisfaction, R2 = 0.17, F(6,131) = 4.32, p < 0.001.
However, only discipline identification was significant, β = 0.31
(95% CI = 0.16, 0.46), SE = 0.07, p < 0.001 (all other βs < 0.12,
ps > 0.211), such that greater identification with one’s discipline
was associated with greater life satisfaction.

Life control
Together, the variables accounted for a significant amount of
variance in life control, R2 = 0.12, F(6,131) = 2.85, p = 0.012.
Both discipline identification, β = 0.20 (95% CI = 0.05, 0.35),
SE = 0.08, p = 0.010, and social group identification were
significant, β = 0.16 (95% CI = 0.02, 0.30), SE = 0.07, p = 0.030
(all other βs < 0.07, ps > 0.301), such that greater identification
with one’s discipline and social group was associated with greater
perceived life control.

Work control
Finally, the variables together accounted for a significant amount
of variance in work control, R2 = 0.14, F(6,128) = 3.36, p = 0.004.
Once again, only discipline identification was significant, β = 0.31
(95% CI = 0.15, 0.47), SE = 0.08, p < 0.001 (all other βs < −0.24,
ps > 0.226), such that greater identification with one’s discipline
was associated with greater perceived work control.

Discussion
Alongside identifying a number of barriers faced by women in
the critical postdoctoral academic stage through a rich qualitative
analysis in Study 1, we aimed to explore these experiences—
including their links to mental health—quantitatively in Study
2. We collected an international sample of female postdocs
from Europe, Australia, and North America, spanning a
number of disciplines but featuring particularly women in the
natural sciences who often face additional challenges related to
lower representation than their male colleagues. These analyses
confirmed the trends described in the qualitative analysis: female

postdocs showed somewhat low levels of mental health and only
moderate levels of perceived control over one’s life and work.
Given the importance of these factors in living a happy and
healthy life (Helliwell et al., 2013; Greenaway et al., 2015) women
in the postdoctoral period appear at risk for short-term (and
potentially long-term) mental health issues.

However, on a positive note, and in line with literature in
the social cure tradition (Jetten et al., 2012), we found that
group identification was a protective factor, yielding better
mental health on almost all surveyed outcomes. Critically,
only identification with one’s discipline (i.e., as a biologist, as
an epidemiologist, and so on) uniquely served this protective
function consistently. Although women reported being relatively
highly identified with their social and gender groups, these
identities did not predict unique variance in mental health
outcomes with the exception that greater identification with
one’s social group was associated with greater perceived life
control. In this regard, it may be that identification with a
closely related domain (discipline vs. social group) offered
greater perceptions of control over that area (i.e., work vs. life
control, respectively). However, these findings also corroborate
other observations in earlier academic spheres—for example,
among undergraduate students—that discipline (but not gender)
identification is associated with positive outcomes, such as deeper
approaches to learning (Smyth et al., 2015) and working memory
(Rydell et al., 2009). These insights suggest that, at least in this
case, fostering a sense of identification with one’s discipline or
area of study may protect the mental health of women in the
challenging postdoctoral stage.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Our findings from the two studies reported here suggest that
postdoctoral women face an array of unique challenges that
may precipitate their leak from the academic pipeline. These
challenges are both practical and psychological in nature. More
positively, our findings also suggest that identifying strongly with
others—especially members of one’s disciplinary group (i.e., as
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a physicist, political scientist, biologist, etc.)—is associated with
better mental health during this tumultuous career period. We
were particularly interested in the mental health experiences of
postdoctoral women who were currently navigating the academic
job market. As expected, these women reported a high degree of
career uncertainty and numerous gender-based challenges, both
of which exacerbated lack of work-life balance and mental health
distress. Although the redeeming quality of their experiences
stemmed from the social support and sense of identity they
shared with others, even this appeared to be tenuous within
the competitive nature of the academic environment. Given that
these factors have not (to our knowledge) been examined in
concert, this research makes a novel contribution to literature on
the “social cure” (Jetten et al., 2012) by examining these issues
among postdoctoral women—who are at a critical time in both
personal life and career development. More broadly, the findings
suggest several avenues through which gender inequality within
the academy might be reduced.

Implications for Postdoctoral Women’s
Health and Well-Being
Although we expected that group identification would be
associated with better well-being among female postdocs, we
also predicted that these associations might differ depending
on the identities in question. Indeed, as seen in Study 2,
only disciplinary identification consistently predicted positive
mental health (in the form of fewer symptoms of stress and
depression, as well as greater life satisfaction and perceived
control). This finding was striking, especially in light of the
many challenges reported by postdoctoral women within male-
dominated fields in Study 1, and given that a large part of
our online sample also comprised women in (often male-
dominated) natural science disciplines (Young et al., 2013).
Importantly, however, the type of discipline (i.e., natural
science, social science, humanities) was unrelated to the mental
health indicators assessed; instead, strongly identifying with
one’s discipline—no matter what area of study—appeared
to offer benefits.

These findings hold promise for the mental health of
postdoctoral women who are able to feel a sense of belonging
and connection within their fields, perhaps even helping to
reduce imposter syndrome; and yet, such feelings of belonging
might often be difficult to achieve, as demonstrated in Study 1.
Certainly, to the degree that women feel identified with their
discipline, they also tend to show better mental health, but
the question remains how such identification can be fostered
in the first place. It may be that change must occur within
some (especially male-dominated) disciplines to ensure that
maintaining a strong sense of disciplinary identity is possible
among often out-numbered postdoctoral women. Likewise, it is
worth noting that these findings may also have implications for
scholars who engage in (increasingly common and encouraged)
interdisciplinary work (Nissani, 1997; Bammer, 2017), including
(and especially) the field of health research itself (Jacobs and
Frickel, 2009), with strategies to ensure that those women’s
primary disciplinary identities are not lost.

Despite the often-acknowledged importance of gender
identification—including within academia and male-dominated
fields (Kaiser and Spalding, 2015; Hernandez et al., 2017),
only 5.6% of women rated gender as their most important
social identity in our online study (with social, work, and
parental identities far exceeding this number). Moreover, gender
identification was unrelated to women’s perceived control
and mental health in Study 2. This may reflect traditional
self-categorization processes (Turner et al., 1994), such that
women’s disciplinary identities were relatively more salient
while completing a survey about health and work, and
thus was a stronger predictor in this context. It may be
that the other identities we assessed—including gender and
social identification—would prove beneficial in other non-
work contexts, or when gender itself is made particularly
salient (e.g., in circumstances involving sexism, tokenism, or
intersectional identities). Indeed, given the comparative nature
of simultaneously assessing numerous identities at once, gender
identity may simply have been considered less relevant here.
However, given an institutional climate in which women are
often under-represented, especially at more senior levels (The
Lancet, 2018), equally plausible is that women’s gender identity
was indeed quite salient but felt targeted, and likewise failed to
predict well-being.

It is also important to consider the notion of multiple group
memberships and identities, which have been shown in many
instances to be protective of mental health (e.g., Ysseldyk et al.,
2013; Jetten et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2017). The message here
would be that women should not feel obligated to choose their
disciplinary or gender (or any other) identity at the expense
of another important group membership or life role (e.g.,
identifying as a parent). Unfortunately, however, as noted by
the women in Study 1, the academic culture often leaves little
room for such work-life flexibility. Given previous research
on the potential for incompatibility (Iyer and Ryan, 2009;
Cruwys et al., 2016; Matschke and Fehr, 2017; Sønderlund et al.,
2017), interference (Settles, 2004), and complex intersectionality
(Roccas and Brewer, 2002; Collins, 2015) among identities, new
strategies—at individual, group, and institutional levels—may
be needed to ensure that women’s multiple group memberships
and identities (and associated well-being) can be maintained
within academia.

Implications for Workplace Equality
Within the Academy
Much previous research has focussed on addressing gender
inequality (for a recent overview, see Morgenroth and Ryan,
2018), including within academia (e.g., Kinman, 2001; Savigny,
2014; Lee, 2015; Howe-Walsh and Turnbull, 2016; Boring, 2017;
Howes et al., 2018; Lundine et al., 2018). And yet, the struggles of
postdoctoral women specifically—women who are arguably at the
greatest risk for opting out of an academic career despite a decade
(or more) of working toward it—have often been overlooked (cf.
Goulden et al., 2011; Case and Richley, 2013; Ledford, 2017).
The present research thus fills an important gap by identifying
and addressing the issue of the leaky pipeline where it may be
the most susceptible and, importantly, by collecting evidence
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from the target’s perspective—the perspectives of postdoctoral
women themselves.

Not with standing the potential pitfalls of putting all of
one’s proverbial group identification eggs into one basket, the
notion of fostering strong disciplinary identities suggests a
potential intervention strategy for helping to keep postdoctoral
women from slipping through the leaky pipeline. While it
is beyond the scope of this research, the social meaning of
disciplinary identity varies across academia, with implications
for gender inequality; for example, in mathematics and physics,
the expectation that scholars possess innate “brilliance” and
make their key contributions early in their careers exacerbates
gender inequities in these fields (Leslie et al., 2015). Our data
suggest that in addition to improving women’s mental health
outcomes, a strong sense of belonging and inclusion may also
cultivate a sense of control over the career uncertainty that
so often plagues postdoctoral women. Importantly, however,
this should not be on the shoulders of postdocs alone;
instead, institutional culture change—from the individual to
the ivory tower—must occur in order to promote a sense of
inclusion and respect for (and among) women. As noted by
the women we interviewed, this includes respect for women’s
research and ideas in male-dominated environments (Young
et al., 2013) as well as putting competition secondary to
advancing reciprocal support among women themselves. In
short, it is not a matter of “fixing” women to feel more
comfortable with job insecurity, but fixing the academic
system to better support and protect mental health among
vulnerable participants.

Most unique to the postdoctoral stage, however, may be
institutional policies (or lack thereof; Horton, 2018) related
to maternity leave specifically. Although gender inequality
within academia affects women with and without children in
many respects (e.g., teaching ratings, publication bias, tenure
and promotion rates), the “baby penalty” inherent in taking
maternity leave at the postdoctoral stage has been noted
as especially problematic in previous research (Mason and
Goulden, 2004; Ledford, 2017). Indeed, this was also expressed
repeatedly by the women we interviewed, and intersected
with the themes of sexism, work-life balance, and uncertainty.
Interestingly, however, fears associated with the stigma of taking
maternity leave, as well as attempting to balance being a
parent and an academic, were voiced by both parents and
non-parents alike. In this regard, women without children
conveyed worry over whether or when they should plan to
have children, or relief over still being “safe” because they
did not yet have them. Moreover, the problem of losing
postdoctoral mothers to the leaky pipeline was also reflected
in the glaringly low number of mothers who participated
in our research—37% in the online survey, and only 28%
of the women interviewed. These figures, along with the
concerns expressed by the women in our research, lend further
evidence that many mothers may opt out of an academic
career before it even begins, conceivably due to inequitable
institutional policies or the inevitable penalty in academic output
that lead them to conclude that an academic career is not
amenable to family life.

Caveats and Limitations
Like all research, the studies we present here have limitations.
First, responses to our online survey were only received from
Australia, Europe, and North America, and the total sample size
of women currently in a postdoctoral position was somewhat
small; while this sample size was adequate for our analyses and
does represent a broad array of nationalities, we should not
generalize our results to postdoctoral women from Asian or
African institutions, or elsewhere. Likewise, although we aimed
to collect data from a variety of early career researchers, including
men and tenure-track professors, perhaps due to our recruitment
strategies (or due to the impetus of certain demographics
to complete our survey), the bulk of our sample constituted
postdoctoral women, thus making comparative analyses (e.g.,
with postdoctoral men) untenable. And finally, as with all cross-
sectional survey data, causal conclusions should be interpreted
cautiously (e.g., the links between group identification and
mental health may be reciprocal; Miller et al., 2017).

Similarly, our interviews were restricted to Canada and
Germany, and thus might not fully represent the views of
postdoctoral women in other countries. Nonetheless, despite
being an ocean apart, many of the challenges faced by
women in these two countries were strikingly similar. The
women interviewed were also primarily Caucasian, and so
some issues related to intersectionality (Collins, 2015) and
the “concrete ceiling” (Cotter et al., 2001) for women from
racial or ethnic minority groups could not be fully explored.
Nonetheless, in both our online survey and interviews, we
were able to gain the perspectives of postdoctoral women from
a broad range of disciplinary backgrounds and experiences.
Indeed, the mixed-method approach was also a strength of our
research. Several of the themes from the qualitative insights
drawn from our interviews were affirmed in our quantitative
analyses, including the strained mental health of postdoctoral
women, the importance of feeling a sense of support and
belonging—especially among one’s academic peers—and the
relative lack of reinforcement gained by identifying with one’s
gender group alone.

CONCLUSION

Women face barriers to achieving equitable representation
in many professions, and academia is no exception. Within
this often-stressful environment, the postdoctoral years pose a
specific challenge brought about by a cocktail of job insecurity,
identity uncertainty, and concurrent life changes. Available data
suggest that women are at risk of falling prey to the leaky
academic pipeline at the postdoctoral stage. Our qualitative study
outlined various barriers faced by postdoctoral women “in their
own words,” including implications for mental health. A follow-
up study quantified these mental health issues in a larger sample
of postdoctoral women, highlighting disciplinary identification as
a protective factor in the academic environment. Together, the
results suggest that a sense of belonging is critical for combating
the forces that contribute to a decision to exit academic life. But as
with many gender-based investigations, the main implication of
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our findings is not that women should be made to change or adapt
to less than ideal circumstances. Rather, we argue that structural
sexism within the system itself should be adapted in order
to remove the barriers that contribute to academic workplace
inequality, particularly at (but not limited to) the postdoctoral
stage where the pipeline may leak the most.
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Despite changes in their representation and visibility, there are still serious concerns about 
the inclusion and day-to-day workplace challenges various groups face (e.g., women, 
ethnic and cultural minorities, LGBTQ+, people as they age, and those dealing with 
physical or mental disabilities). Men are also underrepresented in specific work fields, in 
particular those in Health care, Elementary Education, and the Domestic sphere (HEED). 
Previous literature has shown that group stereotypes play an important role in maintaining 
these inequalities. We outline how insights from research into stigma, social identity, and 
self-regulation together increase our understanding of how targets are affected by and 
regulate negative stereotypes in the workplace. This approach starts from the basis that 
members of negatively stereotyped groups are not just passive recipients of negative 
attitudes, stereotypes, and behaviors but are active individuals pursuing multiple goals, 
such as goals for belonging and achievement. We argue that it is only by understanding 
stigma from the target’s perspective (e.g., how targets are affected and respond) that 
we can successfully address workplace inequality. Key in this understanding is that 
stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination have taken on much more subtle forms, with 
consequences for the way members of stigmatized groups cope. These insights lead us 
to propose an approach to understanding barriers to workplace equality that highlights 
four key aspects: (1) the different (often subtle) potential triggers of identity threat in the 
workplace for members of stigmatized groups; (2) the ways in which members of 
stigmatized groups cope with these threats; (3) the role of supportive factors that mitigate 
potential threats and affect self-regulation; and (4) potential hidden costs for the self or 
others of what appears at first to be effective self-regulation. The focus on threats, coping, 
support, and potential hidden costs helps us understand why current diversity efforts are 
not always successful in increasing and maintaining members of stigmatized groups in 
organizations and provides insight into how we can aid efforts to effectively lower barriers 
to workplace equality.

Keywords: stereotypes, coping, stigma, workplace barriers, threat, gender, minorities

166

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879﻿&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-08-27
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:colette.vanlaar@kuleuven.be
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01879/full
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/358838/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/334948/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/333912/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/483297/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/476876/overview
https://loop.frontiersin.org/people/786789/overview


Van Laar et al. Threat, Support, Hidden Costs Approach

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 August 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 1879

INTRODUCTION

Despite changes in their representation and visibility, women 
and ethnic and cultural minorities are still strongly 
underrepresented in various work fields and higher occupational 
positions. Similarly, there are serious concerns about the 
inclusion and day-to-day workplace challenges facing LGBTQ+ 
people (Hebl et  al., 2002), people as they age (Diekman and 
Hirnisey, 2007), and people dealing with physical or mental 
disabilities (Wilson-Kovacs et  al., 2008). Men are also 
underrepresented in specific work fields, in particular those 
in Health care, Elementary Education, and the Domestic sphere 
(HEED; Croft et  al., 2015).

The underrepresentation of these social groups is problematic 
as equitable representation is an indicator of the presence of 
equal opportunities and social justice (Eagly, 2016; Ellemers 
and Rink, 2016). Also, in inclusive work climates, diversity 
can positively affect corporate performance and team effectiveness 
(Gonzalez and Denisi, 2009; Nishii, 2013; Van Knippenberg 
et  al., 2013; Ellemers and Rink, 2016), and people are more 
attracted to organizations perceived as concerned with justice 
and morality (Van Prooijen and Ellemers, 2015). There is thus 
a need to tackle the underrepresentation of different social 
groups in work contexts.

Tackling underrepresentation means understanding why these 
inequalities continue to exist despite increased movement toward 
equality. We argue that to truly understand and hence successfully 
address workplace inequality, it is vital to know how members of 
underrepresented groups are affected by and respond to the workplace 
challenges they face. We  outline a target-focused approach that 
integrates research on stigma and social identity with work on 
self-regulation. We begin with insights from research into stereotypes, 
prejudice, and discrimination that helps us understand the potential 
workplace threats members of stigmatized groups face. We  then 
move on – from this focus on “perpetrators” of inequality and 
on targets as passive victims – to a focus on targets as active 
agents coping with stigma-related threat. Specifically, we  make the 
case that four key aspects need to be  understood to address 

workplace inequality (see Figure 1): (1) the different potential 
triggers of identity threat; (2) the ways individuals self-regulate 
and cope with these threats and the individual level factors that 
affect this; (3) supportive workplace factors that can mitigate the 
impact of threat; and (4) recognition of the potential hidden costs 
of regulating such threats.

Together these four key aspects present a base for building 
successful programs addressing workplace inequality. The focus 
on threats, coping, support, and potential hidden costs brings 
a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities and 
nuances by which stigma has its often subtle effects. It 
demonstrates that taking the target’s perspective into account 
is indispensable in effectively lowering workplace equality 
barriers. As such, it helps us understand why current workplace 
diversity efforts that tend to focus on either fixing the perpetrator 
or fixing the victim are not always successful in attracting 
and retaining members of stigmatized groups, and provides 
tools to effectively approach stigma in the workplace.

A Short History of Psychological Research 
on Social Inequalities
To understand how individuals cope with workplace stigma, 
we need to first give an overview of how the field of psychology 
has approached the topic of social inequalities over time. For 
many years, research on inequalities focused on the origins 
of bias and discrimination. This work sought to understand 
why majority or high-status groups have negative attitudes, 
prejudices, and stereotypes, and how these can be  altered to 
increase social equality. Major insights followed from such 
work into what stereotypes are, how they form and affect 
outcomes of members of stereotyped groups. This included 
insights into – and the complexities of – reducing stereotypes 
(for reviews, see Nelson, 2009; Dovidio et  al., 2010b).

Increasingly, however, it became clear that this work on 
external barriers faced by members of stigmatized groups was 
missing an important part: an understanding of the ways 
members of stigmatized groups experience stigma. This emphasis 
came much later, from the late 1980s onward, along with the 

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model: a threat, support, and potential hidden costs approach to understand how members of stigmatized groups cope with workplace 
inequality.
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increased representation of members of negatively stereotyped 
groups in the field as researchers. In part through this influx, 
social inequalities were looked at from a different perspective, 
examining questions that gave a more central place to the 
experiences of targets of prejudice, stereotyping, and 
discrimination. Initially, this work focused on the target as a 
passive recipient, and evidenced the harm being done. This 
highlighted that targets can become threatened in their social 
identity as members of stigmatized groups, with consequences 
for their well-being, motivation, and performance (e.g., for 
overviews, Smith et  al., 2007; Schmader et  al., 2008; Emerson 
and Murphy, 2014). Increasingly, however, this work emphasized 
that members of stigmatized groups are not just passive recipients 
who in essence are waiting around to be discriminated against, 
but that they also respond and in this way influence outcomes. 
This was reflected, for example, in early key work by Crocker 
and Major and by Swim on the target’s perspective (Crocker 
and Major, 1989; Crocker et  al., 1998; Swim et  al., 1998; 
Oyserman and Swim, 2001). The research increasingly showed 
that members of disadvantaged groups are quite resilient to 
stigma and that it is too simple to assume that experiences 
with prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination automatically 
get transformed into low well-being and negative educational 
or work outcomes (Barreto, 2014; Leach and Livingston, 2015; 
De Lemus et  al., 2016).

Increasingly then, the field has begun to examine active 
coping with stigma and has made substantial gains in 
understanding exactly how these coping processes work, with 
this work based on three main literatures that overlap and 
feed into one another: first, major strides were made through 
research from the social identity perspective which from its 
earliest days focused on how group identities affect relations 
between groups and on how identity processes affect cognition, 
affect, and behavior (e.g., Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 
1987; Ellemers et  al., 1999, 2002). Research on social identities 
made clear that social identities are malleable (can be emphasized 
or deemphasized), that people are motivated to pursue a positive 
sense-of-self, and that this self stems in part from the social 
groups to which people feel they belong. When a group is 
valued in a given context (for instance, at work), one’s membership 
in this group – or social identity – can increase one’s positive 
sense-of-self. However, when a group is devalued (i.e., faces 
negative stereotypes, is discriminated against), one’s sense-of-
self can become threatened. Further work noted that such social 
identity threats trigger targets’ responses to reduce the threat. 
These responses include individual mobility (e.g., attempting 
to acquire higher workplace status), emphasizing other, more 
valued qualities of one’s group (e.g., emphasizing that women 
bring superior interpersonal skills to the workplace), or taking 
collective steps to challenge the lower position of one’s group 
(e.g., advocacy for workplace equal opportunity policies). This 
clarified the important role of groups in coping with negative 
stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination, and the different 
personal and social identity strategies people may use to protect 
a positive sense-of-self (e.g., Heilman, 2012).

The second literature base for strides in understanding how 
targets cope with negative stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination 

came in the form of the stigma perspective that became increasingly 
merged with the social identity perspective over time (e.g., 
Crocker and Major, 1989; Steele and Aronson, 1995; Aronson 
et  al., 1998; Crocker et  al., 1998; Swim et  al., 1998; Oyserman 
and Swim, 2001; Schmader et  al., 2008; Shelton et  al., 2010; 
Barreto, 2014). Early work outlined how people identify and 
react to prejudice in interpersonal and intergroup settings. 
Increasing insight was gained into the effects of stigma on targets’ 
assessments of their abilities, motivation, and performance and 
on self-esteem and well-being (Crocker et  al., 1998; Swim and 
Stangor, 1998). Related work examined social stigma as a potential 
stressful event (e.g., Miller and Major, 2000; Miller and Kaiser, 
2001; Miller, 2006), noting that a stress response occurs when 
individuals perceive a self-relevant threat that exceeds their coping 
resources (Miller and Major, 2000; Miller and Kaiser, 2001; Major 
and O’Brien, 2005). Not only several coping efforts to regulate 
emotion, cognition, and behavior, but also one’s own physiology 
and the environment were proposed as responses to stressful 
events or circumstances (Connor-Smith et  al., 2000; Compas 
et  al., 2001). For instance, people can cope through increased 
engagement (e.g., enhancing a sense of personal control, changing 
the way one thinks about a situation through positive thinking 
or cognitive restructuring), or disengagement (coping efforts that 
disengage from or avoid the stressor; Miller and Kaiser, 2001; 
Miller, 2006). The stigma and coping perspective helped understand 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral coping and clarified how 
the same stressor may be  more or less impactful and may lead 
to different coping responses for different people and in 
different situations.

Lastly, our understanding of how members of stigmatized 
groups respond to negative stereotypes, prejudice, and 
discrimination has been increasingly influenced by work from 
a self-regulation perspective (e.g., Carver and Scheier, 1998, 
2002; Swim and Thomas, 2006; Fiske, 2008; Higgins, 2012; 
Inzlicht and Legault, 2014). This work takes as a premise that 
people actively pursue multiple goals. Every individual has 
core social motives that drive behavior (e.g., esteem, belonging, 
self-enhancement), and these can become more or less of a 
concern through the situation people find themselves in (Fiske, 
2004; Vignoles et  al., 2006; Vignoles, 2011). Self-regulation 
processes begin when people compare their perceptions of the 
current situation with their goals or standards (Carver and 
Scheier, 1998, 2002). A comparison that reveals a discrepancy 
between inputs and desired goals creates motivation to reduce 
the discrepancy. Applied to the workplace, the self-regulation 
perspective leads to the understanding that responses of members 
of stigmatized groups need to be  examined from a goal 
perspective – distinguishing, for example, goals for achievement 
and belonging, and that – depending on which goal is salient – 
people may come to different responses.

Together the blending of these three sets of literature have 
provided a much better base to understand how individuals 
cope with stigma in the workplace – e.g., stereotype threat as 
a cost of identity threat and stigma regulation as discussed 
later. Also, not only did insights regarding coping with stigma 
develop and change over time, so did the groups being studied. 
Early work focused on women and ethnic minorities as the 
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prototypical groups facing stigma. It was only much more 
recently – also in response to societal changes in laws, attitudes, 
and interests that increased the visibility of other targets – that 
others started to be  studied, including LGBTQ+, individuals 
facing age-related workplace stereotypes, and individuals facing 
physical or mental disabilities. An important recent addition 
is the focus on men facing stereotypes in fields where they 
are underrepresented (in particular in HEED – Health care, 
Elementary Education, and the Domestic sphere; Croft et  al., 
2015; Meeussen et  al., 2019). Also, recent research has begun 
to focus on intersectionality, examining the experiences of 
individuals who are members of more than one stigmatized 
group (Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach, 2008; Cole, 2009; O’Brien 
et  al., 2015; Remedios and Snyder, 2018). While many of the 
processes of threat and coping and their consequences are 
shared, each group is also characterized by particular 
characteristics or experiences (e.g., how visible identities are, 
whether there is one or multiple stigmas as for female ethnic 
minorities, what the costs of confronting stigma are, whether 
a stigma broadly affects many domains or a particular domain 
[e.g., stigma facing ethnic minorities vs. men in HEED]). In 
fact, through research focusing on each of these groups, the 
field as a whole has gained a much more thorough understanding 
of threat and coping, with insights and questions particularly 
relevant for one group aiding insights for other groups (e.g., 
see Deaux and Lafrance, 1998; Creed, 2006; Wilson-Kovacs 
et al., 2008; Crandall et al., 2009; Herek, 2009; Hebl et al., 2010; 
Dovidio et  al., 2010a).

Building on these research traditions described above, 
we  outline a threat, support, and potential hidden costs 
approach to help understand how individuals cope with 
workplace prejudice, discrimination, and stereotypes. As noted, 
we discuss four key aspects to help address workplace inequality: 
(1) understanding the different potential triggers of threat; 
(2) understanding how individuals cope with these threats; 
(3) identifying the supportive factors that may minimize these 
threats; and (4) increasing insight into the potential hidden 
costs of regulating identity threat.

POTENTIAL TRIGGERS OF THREAT IN 
THE WORKPLACE

In order to address the threats individuals face in the workplace 
and to counteract barriers to workplace equality, it is important 
to understand the different (often very subtle) factors that can 
trigger identity threat. Identity threat is the psychological threat 
arising from possible devaluation of one’s group (Branscombe 
et  al., 1999a). While related terms are used in other literatures 
(e.g., stressor, demand), we  use the term typical of the social 
identity tradition. As we outline below, workplace identity threat 
can result from three kinds of triggers. These triggers may 
be  activated solely or together, and each trigger can point to 
different solutions to reduce workplace inequality. The first is 
the higher workplace numerical presence of members of the 
non-stigmatized group, the second the devaluation and 
discrimination of the stigmatized group, and the third a workplace 

emphasis on characteristics and domains typically associated with 
the non-stigmatized group (for related discussions, see Inzlicht 
and Ben-Zeev, 2000; Steele et  al., 2002; Van Laar et  al., 2010).

The Numerical Dominance  
of the Non-Stigmatized Group
First, increasing evidence shows how the numerical dominance 
of the non-stigmatized group in the workplace can by itself 
already present a threat to members of stigmatized groups. 
This results from basic group processes: people categorize 
themselves and others into ingroups and outgroups based on 
observable similarities and differences (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 
Turner et al., 1987). Being different from others along a specific 
dimension (e.g., gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, and 
disability) makes that dimension more salient (Wilder, 1984) 
and increases the expectation that one will be  viewed in terms 
of that dimension (Frey and Tropp, 2006). Negative stereotypes 
associated with that dimension then also become more salient 
(e.g., Heilman, 1983; Avery et al., 2008; Somvadee and Morash, 
2008) and in turn affect outcomes (effects of stereotypes on 
outcomes are discussed in the next section).

Consistent with this, considerable work in social psychology 
has demonstrated effects of being in the numerical minority. 
Generally, environments can be  perceived as more identity 
threatening when they contain fewer others of one’s group 
(i.e., when they lack critical mass; e.g., Allmendinger and 
Hackman, 1995; Cohen and Swim, 1995; Sekaquaptewa and 
Thompson, 2002, 2003; Avery et  al., 2008; Duguid, 2011). 
When in the minority, individuals tend to become vigilant 
regarding the minority identity, with various negative 
consequences (Emerson and Murphy, 2014). Illustrative is 
research in STEM domains (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Math), a domain where women tend to be in the numerical 
minority. Research by Murphy et al. (2007) showed that women 
in STEM viewing a video of a STEM conference depicting 
a majority of men/minority of women (vs. a balanced ratio) 
exhibited more cognitive and physiological vigilance, reported 
lower belonging, and had less desire to participate in the 
conference (see also Richman et  al., 2011). Men were not 
influenced by the numerical representation in this (for them) 
identity-safe domain. Similarly, Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev (2000) 
have shown that women’s (but not men’s) math performance 
can become impaired when in a numerical minority, but not 
when gender is balanced. Relational demography research has 
also shown numerical underrepresentation (in terms of gender, 
age, and ethnicity) to be  associated with lower organizational 
commitment, lower job satisfaction, lower work motivation 
and performance, and increased turnover (Liao et  al., 2004; 
Riordan et  al., 2004), particularly when the numerical 
representation triggered increased perceived conflict between 
the work identity and the underrepresented-group identity 
(Veldman et al., 2017). Among African-American professionals, 
research has related numerical underrepresentation to lower 
well-being and stronger experiences with employment 
discrimination (Jackson et  al., 1995; Avery et  al., 2008). Also, 
the effects of numerical underrepresentation can be  additive 
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when someone is part of multiple minority groups (Jackson 
et  al., 1995; Remedios and Snyder, 2018). In other words, a 
female leader of color in a predominantly White and masculine 
context is affected not only by her ethnic minority status (as 
one of few Blacks) but also by her gender minority status 
(as one of few women). Moreover, not only generally numerical-
representation matters, but particularly also representation at 
the various (and especially higher) levels of the organizational 
hierarchy (Unzueta and Binning, 2012), and for some groups 
numerical underrepresentation is a given, due to their actual 
numerical minority status in society (e.g., sexual minorities, 
people with disabilities). Also, those with a concealable stigma 
have a harder time identifying others who share their stigma 
and may thus have an even harder time feeling there is any 
presence of their group.

The Devaluation of Stigmatized Groups
A second way in which identity threat can be  triggered in 
the workplace is through devaluation of stigmatized groups. 
One of the clearest cues regarding devaluation is seeing 
discrimination, and many studies have shown the negative 
effects of experiencing prejudice and discrimination, including 
higher stress and lower psychological well-being – and lower 
psychological and physical health more generally (Pascoe and 
Smart Richman, 2009; Schmitt et  al., 2014; Jones et  al., 2016).

While blatant discrimination is an obvious cue, devaluation 
in a given organizational context is often more likely to come 
from smaller subtler cues. While blatant cues explicitly display 
negative attitudes toward a group, subtle cues convey the same 
belief as blatant messages but in more covert and often 
unintentional ways (Dovidio, 2001; Barreto and Ellemers, 2005; 
Ellemers and Barreto, 2015). When such subtle cues signal 
an identity’s low value in a specific context, this particular 
group identity becomes salient for the group member, and a 
vigilance process is initiated. This directs stigmatized individuals’ 
attention toward additional cues to determine the value and 
meaning of their social identity in that context (Murphy et al., 
2007; Murphy and Taylor, 2012). If situational cues confirm 
the possibility a social identity may be  negatively evaluated, 
vigilance increases. Also, chronic and situational expectations 
about being stigmatized increase attention to identity-relevant 
cues (Kaiser et  al., 2006). In fact, a single subtle cue can 
trigger experiences of social identity threat even if the setting 
exhibits no overt evidence of prejudice or discrimination 
(Murphy et  al., 2007). Also, one cue can determine the 
interpretation of another (ambiguous cue) in both positive 
and negative directions (Kaiser et  al., 2006).

One of the strongest demonstrations of contextual cues 
triggering these effects comes from the extensive stereotype-
threat literature. Hundreds of studies have now shown that 
cues making salient negative group stereotypes trigger concern 
about being judged on the basis of these stereotypes (Steele 
et  al., 2002). In fact, the stereotypes may even only exist in 
the mind of the stigmatized group member: for stereotype 
threat to occur, others around one do not need to hold a 
negative stereotype of the group, one only need to believe 
that they do. This concern can set in motion anxiety, mind 

wandering, negative thinking, and a wish to disprove the 
stereotype. These together co-opt working memory, resulting 
in decreases in performance and lower well-being (e.g., Steele 
and Aronson, 1995; Blascovich et  al., 2001; Steele et  al., 2002; 
Schmader and Johns, 2003; Cadinu et  al., 2005; Johns et  al., 
2008; Schmader et  al., 2008; Inzlicht and Schmader, 2012; 
Mendes and Jamieson, 2012; Schmader and Beilock, 2012; 
Pennington et  al., 2016; Spencer et  al., 2016). Research in 
organizational contexts has shown that experiences with 
stereotype threat negatively affect career aspirations, career 
confidence, and professional identification (see Kalokerinos 
et  al., 2014 for an overview). Also, the effects of stereotype 
threat have been shown in all kinds of groups. For example, 
stereotype threat has been related to more negative job attitudes 
and increased turnover intentions among female employees in 
the legal profession (Von Hippel et al., 2011); to higher turnover 
intentions among male primary school teachers (Kalokerinos 
et  al., 2017); and to more negative job attitudes, poorer work 
mental health, and increased intentions to resign among older 
employees (von Hippel et  al., 2013).

Information as to whether a certain identity is devalued 
can come from various types of cues. For example, workplace 
cues that make a specific identity and accompanying stereotypes 
salient (e.g., when physical access to important company 
locations is difficult for employees in a wheelchair) or from 
cues that signal the (under)representation of a stigmatized 
group (e.g., company photos showing only White males). 
Devaluation can also come from more general cues that 
signal an organization’s diversity beliefs and values (e.g., 
value for meritocracy that may fail to acknowledge structural 
inequalities) or from organizational structures and policies 
(e.g., colorblind policies that may fail to recognize the existence 
and value of different cultural identities; see Emerson and 
Murphy, 2014). Numerous studies have shown the negative 
effects of such workplace cues. For instance, when objects 
in a computer science environment were stereotypically male, 
women were less interested in computer science and felt 
less of a sense of belonging (Cheryan et  al., 2009; see also 
Murphy et  al., 2007). Similarly, Hall et  al. (2015, 2019) 
showed among female engineers that low acceptance cues 
from others in daily conversations (rather than explicitly 
hostile cues) led to a sense of identity threat, which in turn 
increased mental exhaustion and disengagement (see also 
Ahlqvist et  al., 2013). Other studies have shown similar 
negative cue effects, for example, lowered leadership aspirations 
in women following exposure to gender stereotypic 
advertisements (Davies et al., 2005). Also, Avery et al. (2007) 
showed that organizational cues indicating low value for 
diversity predict higher absenteeism in African-American 
employees. Similarly, Purdie-Vaughns et  al. (2008) showed 
that cues suggesting low minority representation coupled 
with cues suggesting the organization values colorblindness 
(vs. values diversity) led to higher identity threat and workplace 
distrust in African-American professionals.

This work shows that devaluation often stems from small 
subtle triggers that have profound effects, an understanding 
key to addressing devaluation in the workplace.
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Emphasis on Domains Associated With 
the Dominant Group
A third way in which threats can present themselves to members 
of stigmatized groups is through the workplace emphasis on 
domains perceived to describe the non-stigmatized group more 
than the stigmatized group (Derks et  al., 2006, 2007a). This 
can result in lower perceived fit and a threatening environment 
for members of stigmatized groups, leading to lower well-being, 
lower motivation and disengagement, and lower performance 
and higher turnover intentions.

Research on role congruity has shown, for example, how 
emphasis on domains or characteristics perceived to better fit 
the non-stigmatized than one’s stigmatized group may trigger 
identity threat (Heilman, 1983; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Lyness 
and Heilman, 2006; Bongiorno et  al., 2014). Much of this 
work has been conducted with regard to gender. Thus, in 
traditionally masculine professions such as STEM domains, 
the police force, or the military, characteristics traditionally 
associated with men are more strongly valued than characteristics 
traditionally associated with women (Somvadee and Morash, 
2008; Archbold et  al., 2010; Cheryan et  al., 2017). However, 
perceived role (in)congruity affects other groups and 
intersectional identities, too: e.g., older employees – stereotyped 
as rigid and unadaptable – are at a disadvantage in rapidly 
changing work domains (Diekman and Hirnisey, 2007), and 
employees with a mental illness may experience added prejudice 
when their mental illness is seen as stereotypical of the other 
gender (Koenig and Eagly, 2014).

Other research has also shown that there can be a mismatch 
between qualities, values, or norms that tend to be  associated 
with members of traditionally underrepresented groups and 
the settings they are entering and that this is subtly signaled 
in the context (Stephens et  al., 2012a,b, 2014; Schmader and 
Sedikides, 2018; Veldman et  al., 2019). For example, Gaucher 
et  al. (2011) showed that this may occur for women through 
job descriptions that use more masculine-themed words (e.g., 
emphasizing dominance, competitiveness). Men too are perceived 
as not fitting HEED domains that emphasize traditionally 
female  qualities such as being nurturing, helping others, and 
being emotionally involved (Cejka and Eagly, 1999; Fiske 
et  al.,  2002; Wayne and Cordeiro, 2003; Rajacich et  al., 2013;  
Rudman and Mescher, 2013).

Conclusions Regarding Potential Triggers 
of Threat in the Workplace
In summary, three kinds of triggers may elicit threat for members 
of stigmatized groups at work, and each trigger may call for 
different solutions to reduce workplace inequality (we discuss 
these in the implications section). First, members of stigmatized 
groups tend to be  in the numerical minority in the workplace. 
Being in the minority and dissimilar from others tends to make 
that social identity salient, with negative consequence for well-
being, motivation, and performance. Second, devaluation – often 
through subtle small environmental cues – can profoundly affect 
the outcomes of members of negatively stereotyped groups. 
Third, the emphasis on domains stereotypically associated with 

the dominant group can create an expectation of underperformance 
and an unwelcoming work environment for members of 
stigmatized groups. As this overview shows, the group identities 
themselves are not the problem: it is the threat that comes 
along with that identity in particular contexts and in various 
ways that can result in negative consequences for well-being, 
motivation, turnover, and performance. Also, all of these factors 
tend to work together: workplace underrepresentation sends the 
message that the reasons for the underrepresentation of a 
particular group are legitimate – the result of the lower abilities 
or skills on the part of these individuals. This bolsters devaluation 
and maintains segregated roles and contexts that themselves 
then reconfirm the stereotypes.

While the above research identifies the various potential 
triggers of threat and the substantial effects of these threats 
for members of stigmatized groups, research has also brought 
a much better understanding of the intricate ways that members 
of negatively stereotyped groups have found to cope with these 
threats. We  turn to this issue next.

HOW PEOPLE COPE WITH  
STIGMA-RELATED THREAT

As discussed, the current understanding of stigma reflects 
members of stigmatized groups not as passive recipients of 
stigma-related threats but as active actors pursuing multiple 
goals in the workplace and beyond (Fiske, 2004, 2008; Swim 
and Thomas, 2006). Although identity threat can threaten 
various goals, two key ones are the goal to achieve (to feel 
competent, to do well) and the goal to belong (to fit in, to 
feel at home; Steele et  al., 2002; Barreto, 2014; Hall et  al., 
2015). Potential threats to these goals trigger self-regulatory 
processes and coping, with people adjusting behavior, cognition, 
and affect to try to achieve these goals (Carver and Scheier’s 
1998, 2002; Affect-Alarm Model of Self-Control – Miller and 
Major, 2000; Inzlicht and Legault, 2014). Workplace threats 
can differentially affect these specific goals and in turn trigger 
different regulatory responses that can move people in different 
directions (Steele et  al., 2002; Swim and Thomas, 2006). Thus, 
concerns for achievement may lead members of stigmatized 
groups to try even harder to overcome doubts surrounding 
their group membership. Alternatively, people may disengage 
or exit if they perceive they cannot change others’ attitudes, 
or if the challenge is too great, too stressful, or simply too 
aversive (see also Wrosch et  al., 2003). Concerns for belonging 
meanwhile may lead people to focus on social relations: 
attempting to increase their fit with others, seeking solace in 
their shared identity with similar others at work, or working 
together with these others to challenge workplace barriers. Also 
here, concerns for belonging may lead members of stigmatized 
groups to exit the environment and seek environments with 
increased belonging.

These goals for achievement and belonging need to 
be  understood in the context of the modern workplace where 
forms of bias have taken on much more subtle, harder to 
recognize forms (Dovidio, 2001; Barreto and Ellemers, 2005; 
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Cortina, 2008; Ellemers and Barreto, 2015). Blatant forms of 
bias and discrimination are increasingly less acceptable – so 
while they are more easily protested against than in the past, 
they are also much less pervasive (see also Operario and Fiske, 
2001). Instead individuals have to face more subtle cues, leaving 
them unsure whether in fact discrimination or devaluation 
occurred (e.g., Crosby et  al., 1993; Williams et  al., 2003; Sterk 
et  al., 2018) – which may make responses that do not involve 
claiming bias or collectively protesting more likely in the 
workplace (Wright et al., 1990; Becker, 2012; Branscombe et al., 
2012). We  address a number of these responses here, varying 
from hiding and concealing stigmatized identities to finding 
solace in one’s group and resisting.

Hiding, Displaying, and Distancing
One of the ways members of stigmatized groups may deal with 
identity threat is through attempting to acquire, display, or 
emphasize the qualities they perceive to be  important or valued 
in the context and hide or conceal those that are not. Individuals 
alter their self-presentation in these ways to try and avoid  
bias and rejection by coworkers and to increase their belonging 
(an assimilation strategy – Garcia and Crocker, 2008; Newheiser 
and Barreto, 2014; Newheiser et al., 2017). People may emphasize 
or display the qualities that they believe to be  most fitting in 
the context (for instance, ethnic minority employees emphasizing 
ethnic majority characteristics, or women in leadership positions 
emphasizing agentic characteristics; Derks et  al., 2011a,c, 2015; 
see also earlier discussion on workplace emphasis on domains 
associated with the dominant group). Additionally, individuals 
may hide or conceal their threatened identities. For instance, 
individuals have been found to hide (vs. reveal) concealable 
stigmatized identities, such as LGBTQ+ identity, having a history 
of mental illness, or poverty (Newheiser and Barreto, 2014). 
Similarly, Pronin et  al. (2004) showed that women strongly 
identified with math disavowed traditionally feminine 
characteristics strongly associated with – but not those that 
weakly associated with – the gender-math stereotype.

People often combine hiding and displaying in “self-group 
distancing” as an identity management strategy. Specifically, 
upwardly mobile members of negatively stereotyped groups may 
increasingly distance themselves from their negatively stereotyped 
group in the workplace (Pronin et al., 2004; Derks et al., 2011a,c, 
2015, 2016; Becker and Tausch, 2014; Faniko et  al., 2017). This 
can occur inadvertently – as the individual tries to best fit the 
environment dominated by members of the non-stigmatized 
group – or more strategically, when upwardly mobile individuals 
recognize that presenting the self in ways more acceptable to 
the non-stigmatized group may bring certain benefits (e.g., being 
perceived as a potential future leadership candidate) or avoid 
costs (e.g., avoid restrictions on access to key social networks). 
A number of indicators of self-group distancing have been 
found, including an increased emphasis on one’s outgroup 
characteristics, emphasizing that one is different from other 
members of one’s stigmatized group, concealing the devalued 
identity, increasing the expression of stereotypical views of other 
members of one’s group, and denying the existence of bias 
against one’s group (Ellemers et  al., 2004; Pronin et  al., 2004; 

Burkley and Blanton, 2008; Derks et  al., 2011c, 2015, 2016; 
Becker and Tausch, 2014; Faniko et  al., 2017). Such self-group 
distancing behaviors can be  mild (e.g., Gay employees not 
objecting when stereotypes about LGBTQ+ are voiced in meetings) 
to more major (e.g., a female employee saying that the 
underrepresentation of women in the company is an indication 
that women simply do not have what it takes to excel).

When women show self-group distancing behavior, this has 
been referred to as “Queen bee” behavior. Women have indeed 
been found to show self-group distancing behavior in response 
to existing stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination in their 
organizations (Pronin et  al., 2004; Cohen and Garcia, 2005; 
Derks et  al., 2011a,c, 2015; Kaiser and Spalding, 2015). For 
instance, senior policewomen showed more self-group distancing 
following reminders of gender bias at work (Derks et al., 2011c). 
Research has also shown that individuals who are less identified 
with their stigmatized group are more likely to self-group 
distance under threat, and indeed high identifiers may not 
show distancing at all (e.g., Derks et  al., 2009, 2015; Kaiser 
and Spalding, 2015). This is consistent with other work within 
the social identity approach showing that low identifiers may 
be  less loyal and faithful to the group as threats increase, 
while high identifiers are more likely to stay loyal and choose 
collective routes to address inequality (Derks et al., 2009; Hersby 
et  al., 2009; Iyer and Ryan, 2009; Ellemers and Van Laar, 
2010). As such then, self-group distancing appears to be  an 
identity management strategy aimed at benefitting individual 
mobility and individual-level outcomes (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 
Derks et  al., 2007b, 2016).

However, self-group distancing occurs not only for women 
but also for other groups (see Derks et  al., 2016 for reviews). 
Older adults, for example, respond to stigma with reduced 
group identification, and by indicating that they feel younger 
than they are (Weiss and Lang, 2012). Also, following priming 
with ethnic bias, ethnic minorities present themselves in ways 
fitting the ethnic majority group (Derks et  al., 2015), and 
contact with the majority group increases the likelihood that 
ethnic minorities will distance (Becker et  al., 2013). Also, Gay 
men have been found to distance themselves from the stigma 
of the “feminine” homosexual by emphasizing their masculinity 
and rejecting Gays they see as stereotypically “feminine” (Eguchi, 
2009; Hunt et  al., 2016). Even in minimal groups created in 
laboratory settings, being undervalued and underrepresented 
induces self-group distancing (Wright and Taylor, 1999).

Hiding, displaying, or distancing can be  effective to the 
degree that this presentation of the self is accepted by the 
various workplace parties. Also, hiding one’s identity is possible 
to the degree that identities are concealable (e.g., low SES, 
sexual orientation, mental illness), and less easy for visible 
identities such as gender or ethnicity (Quinn, 2017). Acquiring, 
displaying, or emphasizing qualities typical of the dominant 
group meanwhile is more generally available to all kinds of 
groups. However, this may not always be  accepted by other 
members of one’s stigmatized group (Marques and Paez, 1994; 
Van Laar et  al., 2014), or may lead to rejection by members 
of the dominant group who do not accept the altered presentation. 
This has been shown, for example, in the case of women 
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showing more agentic (and lower communal) traits and behaviors, 
and as a result being rejected by both men and women (Fiske 
et  al., 1991; Rudman and Glick, 2001; Gabriel et  al., 2017). 
Similarly, men are not always accepted, welcomed, or valued 
when showing more communal qualities, for example, in HEED 
domains (Lockwood and Kunda, 1999; Wayne and Cordeiro, 
2003; Lockwood, 2006; Bell-Scriber, 2008; Rudman and Mescher, 
2013). Lastly, various personal and group costs may result 
from self-group distancing, hiding, and concealment, as we will 
see later in the section on potential hidden costs.

Finding Solace in Identity or Resisting
While members of stigmatized groups may try to hide, conceal, 
or minimize their threatened identity, emphasize their outgroup 
characteristics, or more generally distance from their stigmatized 
group, they may also go in the opposite direction: finding 
solace in strong group identities that they share with others, 
or resisting prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination 
(Branscombe et  al., 2012).

Research on identity affirmation has shown that strong group 
identities can indeed bring solace. This work is grounded in 
extensive research on the function of group identities, with group 
identities providing a base for self-definition, allowing individuals 
to maintain their distinctiveness, and to enhance positive views 
of the self (Spears et  al., 1997; Ellemers et  al., 2002; Jetten et  al., 
2014). Specifically, this work shows that members of stigmatized 
groups benefit when they themselves (or the surrounding context, 
as outlined later under “supportive factors”) value or affirm positive 
aspects of this identity (Biernat et al., 1996; Sherman and Cohen, 
2002; Sherman et al., 2007; Oswald and Chapleau, 2010; Ghavami 
et al., 2011; Latrofa et al., 2012). Research has shown that members 
of stigmatized groups indeed personally affirm group identity in 
response to threat (Derks et  al., 2006, 2007a; Latrofa et  al., 2012; 
see also Crocker and Major, 1989), and that this identity affirmation 
helps against stereotype threat (Logel et  al., 2009), buffers self-
esteem (Spencer-Rodgers et  al., 2016), and protects motivation 
and performance (Derks et al., 2006, 2007a), in part by decreasing 
physiological threat and increasing physiological challenge (Derks 
et  al., 2011b). Such affirmation of group identities is particularly 
likely to be  shown by those more highly identified with their 
group (Derks et  al., 2009; Hersby et  al., 2009; Iyer and Ryan, 
2009; Ellemers and Van Laar, 2010). Work on the rejection-
identification model has similarly shown that rejection may 
motivate a return to the group (Branscombe et  al., 1999b – but 
see Begeny and Huo, 2017, 2018 for potential costs of identification 
through cognitive saliency).

Members of stigmatized groups may also obtain extra 
motivation precisely from the stereotypes they face, trying extra 
hard to show the stereotypes are wrong (e.g., Steele et  al., 
2002; Keller, 2007; Grimm et  al., 2009; Ståhl et  al., 2012a; 
Leach and Livingston, 2015). Research using psycho-physiological 
indices (Blascovich et  al., 2000) has shown that people indeed 
can resist negative effects of stereotypes, showing efficient 
mobilization of energy and turning threat experiences into a 
challenge to perform well despite negative stereotypes (Derks 
et  al., 2011b). For example, research with women with high 
leadership efficacy found increased leadership identification on 

confrontation with gender stereotypes about leadership. They 
also performed better in a leadership task, despite this being 
physiologically stressful for them (Hoyt and Blascovich, 2007, 
2010). Additionally, research has shown that when experiencing 
gender inequality, higher group identification may prompt 
resistance, resulting in greater activation of reversed gender 
stereotypes, stronger leadership aspirations, more persistence 
in stereotypically masculine domains, and greater support for 
collective action (De Lemus et al., 2013, 2015; Leicht et al., 2017; 
Van Breen et  al., 2018).

Research shows that people usually do not start with resistance. 
Often they first try to work within the system, adapting to the 
new situation and trying harder, using affirmations or other ways 
of coping, and only when this is not effective turning to the 
stigmatized group to try to work together (Wright et  al., 1990; 
Boen and Vanbeselaere, 2000; Iyer and Ryan, 2009; Branscombe 
et al., 2012). As discussed earlier, such direct collective responses 
may be  less likely in modern workplaces where bias is perceived 
as being in the past, and less identifiable and pervasive. Altogether 
then, there is substantial evidence that people may find solace 
in strong group identities, and the sharing of these identities 
with others of their group, and may also find strong motivation 
precisely from the stereotypes they face.

Conclusions Regarding Coping With Threat
In summary, research on coping has provided increasing insight 
into the various ways in which members of stigmatized groups 
deal with identity threat. As workplace bias has taken more 
subtle and ambiguous forms in many societies, more indirect 
responses to stigma (such as hiding, displaying, and distancing 
from the group, or conversely finding solace in identity and 
resisting the group stereotypes) are also more likely. Members 
of negatively stereotyped groups may minimize or conceal the 
threatened identity in the workplace in an effort to fit in, 
triggering the identity as little as possible in the minds of 
those with whom they interact. They may try extra hard to 
do well, to show the stereotypes are wrong, obtaining extra 
motivation precisely from the stereotypes they face. When such 
efforts appear insufficient, individuals may disengage from the 
domain altogether in an effort to protect well-being, and instead 
focus on domains in which they expect they may 
be  more successful.

Of course, even though members of stigmatized groups are 
active agents coping with threat, this does not mean that the 
responsibility to do so must (only) lie with them (Ellemers 
and Barreto, 2015). Considerable research has provided insights 
into the factors in the work environment that may mitigate 
the effects of identity threat, and how this can be  useful to 
organizations in their efforts to reduce workplace inequality. 
We  discuss these contextual supportive factors next.

SUPPORTIVE FACTORS THAT MITIGATE 
THREAT OR ITS EFFECTS

Increasing evidence is providing a better understanding of how 
supportive factors outside the individual may help members 
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of stigmatized groups cope with identity threat in the workplace. 
Specifically, as shown in Figure 1, supportive factors can affect 
whether potential triggers of identity threat are in fact experienced 
as threats; affect the self-regulation and coping strategies that 
are available to members of stigmatized groups; and can directly 
affect the outcomes of members of stigmatized groups. We review 
recent work on identity safety and diversity climate factors 
(including colorblind vs. multiculturalist approaches), plus the 
importance of ingroup ties, role models and support for members 
of stigmatized groups.

Identity Safety and Diversity Climate
An important way to reduce identity threats or the consequences 
of identity threat experienced by members of negatively 
stereotyped groups in work settings is through the creation 
of identity safety. Identity safety makes it less likely that identity 
threat is triggered. Also, identity-safe environments reduce the 
need to regulate any threats and directly affect outcomes. This 
research emerges from a number of different angles: for instance, 
work with groups that are in conflict or that differ in power 
has shown that feeling one’s group is accepted is a prerequisite 
for members of low status or negatively stereotyped groups 
to move toward reconciliation (Shnabel et  al., 2009; Saguy 
and Kteily, 2014). Also, identity safety can be effectively created 
through contextual identity affirmations, signaling that a social 
group is valued within this organization. Affirmation of identities 
of importance to members of underrepresented groups has 
been found to protect well-being, motivation, and performance 
(Derks et  al., 2006, 2007a, 2009; Van Laar et  al., 2010). For 
example, contextual identity affirmation has been found to 
lower identity threat among those of low socio-economic status 
(Stephens et al., 2015), and to lower identity threat and increase 
well-being, motivation, and perceptions of opportunity in the 
workplace among young Muslim women (Van Laar et al., 2013).

One key way in which identity safety is communicated is 
through the diversity climate of an organization. The diversity 
climate signals the extent to which the workplace is open to 
various social groups (Huo and Molina, 2006; Purdie-Vaughns 
et  al., 2008; Gonzalez and Denisi, 2009; Plaut, 2010). For 
members of stigmatized groups, perceiving a positive diversity 
climate that accepts, respects, and values their group helps 
reduce threat, relates to feeling more included, stronger 
organizational identification and commitment, and lower turnover 
intentions (e.g., Luijters et al., 2008; Gonzalez and Denisi, 2009; 
Plaut et  al., 2009; Choi and Rainey, 2013; Podsiadlowski et  al., 
2013; Meeussen et  al., 2014; Van Laer, 2018). Interestingly, 
diversity climates have effects beyond the groups specifically 
targeted: men of color, for instance, experience identity safety 
from organizational diversity policies aimed at women, and 
women from ethnic diversity policies (Chaney et  al., 2016).

A positive diversity climate in a work organization is not 
sufficient if numerical underrepresentation, presence of negative 
stereotypes and devaluation, and the emphasis on domains 
associated with the dominant group outlined earlier are not 
addressed. A recent study showed, for example, that among 
women in the police force, experiencing a positive diversity 
climate only partially reduced the negative effects of 

underrepresentation, with the women continuing to show 
negative consequences of underrepresentation on identity conflict 
(Veldman et  al., 2017). Other work has shown the dangers of 
piecemeal diversity initiatives and “token” minority representation 
(i.e., representation of only a few minority group members) 
that can blind people to existing inequality (Brady et  al., 2015; 
Kirby et  al., 2015; Anisman-Razin and Saguy, 2016; Gündemir 
and Galinsky, 2017), and should therefore not constitute the 
sole strategy to advance equality (see also Hentschel et  al., 
2013). Also, in generating a positive diversity climate, it is 
important that organizations also pay attention to the needs 
of the majority or high-status individuals, who similarly use 
information on diversity climate as an indicator of the degree 
to which their identity is accepted. They may resist diversity 
efforts within an organization when they feel that these put 
their group at a disadvantage (Avery et  al., 2013). Thus, a 
focus on the value of differences in multiculturalism may 
be  interpreted by majority members as a lack of value for 
their “standard” identity (Stevens et al., 2008; Plaut et al., 2011). 
Instead, researchers identify an all-inclusive multicultural climate 
or a multicultural meritocracy as most effective, with these 
focusing on identity safety not just for members of negatively 
stereotyped groups, but making sure that members of dominant 
or majority groups also feel valued and included (Stevens et al., 
2008; Emerson and Murphy, 2014; Gündemir et  al., 2017; see 
also Ellemers and Rink, 2016).

One aspect of a positive diversity climate that serves as 
an indicator of identity safety and an antidote to workplace 
threats for stigmatized groups is organizational support. Support 
can be  proximal or distal, and can come in the form of 
instrumental support that provides tangible help to solve a 
problem or issue, or in the form of emotional support, offered 
through empathy and caring (Cohen and Wills, 1985; Wills, 
1985; House et  al., 1988; Richman et  al., 2011; London et  al., 
2011a,b). As discussed earlier, possessing a social stigma in 
the workplace is a potentially stressful event (Miller and Major, 
2000; Miller and Kaiser, 2001), and support can increase the 
perceived resources to cope with the stressor, thus even turning 
threat into positive challenge (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984a,b; 
Cohen and Wills, 1985; Miller, 2006). For members of stigmatized 
groups, experiencing support in the organization – or perceiving 
that it is available – predicts stronger engagement and better 
achievement outcomes (Eccles, 1994; Walton and Cohen, 2007; 
Hartman and Hartman, 2008; Richman et  al., 2011; Baysu 
et  al., 2014). Such support can come from various sources: 
e.g., support from representatives of the majority high-status 
group in the workplace can lower negative effects of stigma-
related threat, and support may be  especially important from 
those in positions of authority or power (e.g., Baruch-Feldman 
et  al., 2002; Drury and Kaiser, 2014). Support from both 
these sources signals acceptance and value for the stigmatized 
group, and can create new norms throughout an organization, 
particularly in organizations where members of stigmatized 
groups are underrepresented, face strong negative stereotypes, 
or where domains associated with the dominant group  
are more strongly emphasized. Hall et  al. (2015) showed  
this in their recent daily-diary study among female engineers,  
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where having positive work conversations with male colleagues 
cueing acceptance protected the women from identity threat. 
Importantly, such positive conversations were more likely to 
occur in organizations perceived to have more gender-inclusive 
policies (i.e., in identity-safe organizational cultures; Hall 
et  al., 2018). Recent work is more generally beginning to 
address support for diversity by members of high-status groups, 
examining the conditions under which members of high-
status groups may offer support, for example as allies, and 
the effects this support can have (e.g., Saguy et  al., 2008; 
Fingerhut, 2011; Becker et al., 2013; Saguy and Dovidio, 2013; 
Cihangir et  al., 2014; Drury and Kaiser, 2014; Brown, 2015; 
Simon and O’Brien, 2015; Droogendyk et  al., 2016; Emina 
et  al., 2018; Good et  al., 2018). In our own work, we  are 
examining, for example, support in military and police 
organizations, examining whether men become more aware 
of gender inequality in their organization through contact 
with women, and effects of this contact on their support for 
gender-related social change.

Importance of Ingroup Ties and Support
In lieu of or in addition to identity safety or support from 
the high-status majority group in the workplace, ingroup support 
can also provide a resource to mitigate threat. Obtaining 
workplace ingroup support can become more difficult if one’s 
group is underrepresented and if the stigma is concealed or 
not visible. However, ingroup support outside the organization 
can then offer additional possibilities. Positive effects of a 
connection with the ingroup when under threat is predicted 
by various social-psychological models, including the rejection-
identification model (Branscombe et  al., 1999b), and the 
stereotype inoculation model which shows ingroup members 
to function as “social vaccines,” who inoculate and strengthen 
fellow group members (Dasgupta, 2011), and backed up by 
substantial evidence (e.g., Correll and Park, 2005; Haslam et al., 
2005; Bakouri and Staerklé, 2015; see also Richman et  al., 
2011 – but see Begeny and Huo, 2017, 2018 for potential 
negative effects of increased cognitive salience following 
identification). People are particularly likely to seek ingroup 
support when identity threat is high or pervasive (Branscombe 
et  al., 2012). Such support helps individuals overcome various 
negative effects of threat (e.g., Cohen et  al., 2000; McLeroy 
et  al., 2001; Ostberg and Lennartsson, 2007; Rosenthal et  al., 
2013), increases psychological well-being, and decreases distress 
(Turner, 1981; Haslam et  al., 2005). Ingroup support may also 
encourage people to pursue (rather than avoid) activities in 
which they are negatively stereotyped. Men, for instance, are 
more likely to increase engagement in HEED domains and 
increase HEED occupational aspirations when told that other 
men support and value communal characteristics (Van Grootel 
et  al., 2018). Even through mere presence of similar others, 
support can lift self-esteem, improve mood (Frable et al., 1998), 
and provide a buffer for social identity threat (Levin et al., 2006; 
Richman et  al., 2011).

A particular case of ingroup support comes through support 
from ingroup leaders and role models (see also, Unzueta and 
Binning, 2012). For members of stigmatized groups, demographic 

similarity with supervisors (e.g., ethnic or gender similarity) 
is related to reduced absenteeism and tardiness, and increased 
intent to remain in the organization (Avery et  al., 2012). Also, 
seeing examples of successful members of one’s stigmatized 
group has been found to improve self-evaluations and 
performance, give inspiration and proof others can do it, and 
increase aspirations and motivation (Lockwood and Kunda, 
1999; Marx and Roman, 2002; McIntyre et  al., 2003, 2005; 
Lockwood, 2006; Marx et al., 2009; O’Brien et al., 2016; Dennehy 
and Dasgupta, 2017). For men too, having male role models 
in HEED domains increases interest in elementary teaching 
and nursing (e.g., Cochran and Brassard, 1979). Recent work 
by Morgenroth et  al. (2015) suggests that role models have 
three distinct functions: acting as behavioral models, representing 
the possible, and being inspirational.

Conclusions Regarding the Effects of 
Supportive Factors in Work Environment
In conclusion, research on identity safety, diversity climates, 
and ingroup and outgroup support suggests various ways in 
which supportive factors in the workplace may buffer threat 
or help cope with threat. Supportive factors may also moderate 
which self-regulation and coping are available and used to 
deal with threat (and this would be  an interesting avenue for 
future research). For instance, the presence of supportive 
(minority) networks in the organization makes it easier to 
display and find solace in an identity, and to show resistance 
when identity-threatening experiences do occur. Meanwhile, 
hiding and distancing are more likely when such supportive 
networks or positive diversity climates are not available. This – 
and the work reviewed above – also highlights the benefits 
for members of stigmatized groups to maintain their links 
with other members of their group for the protection of well-
being, motivation, and performance in the workplace. In addition, 
support from the dominant group may be  key as majority 
individuals are still more likely to be  in positions of power 
and seen as legitimate sources of workplace information (Drury 
and Kaiser, 2014). Hence, ingroup and outgroup support 
processes can contribute to efforts to address workplace inequality.

POTENTIAL HIDDEN COSTS OF 
DEALING WITH STIGMA

As outlined above, we  have quite good understanding of the 
potential threats facing members of stigmatized groups in 
work settings. While the threats can be  significant, we  also 
know that individuals have various coping strategies at their 
disposal, and environments can offer important sources of 
support. Nevertheless, dealing with stigma – even if seemingly 
effectively – can have important unintended and hidden costs, 
either for the stigmatized individuals themselves or for other 
members of their group. These costs are often not at all 
obvious, and understanding these potential costs is important 
to effectively address workplace equality in the long run. 
Below, we  discuss costs that can be  particularly consequential 
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in the workplace: costs of (not) confronting bias, costs of 
concealing identity and distancing from one’s group, and 
cognitive and emotional depletion following stigma regulation.

Costs of (Not) Confronting Bias
One of the hardest tasks members of stigmatized groups face 
is deciding whether to confront or not confront the injustice 
they experience in the workplace, because confronting others 
with claims of bias or discrimination entails risks. Research has 
shown that members of stigmatized groups who confront bias 
are less likely to be  believed and are evaluated less favorably 
than members of majority groups addressing the same bias. 
This is true even when the bias is acknowledged and blatant 
(e.g., Swim and Hyers, 1999; Czopp and Monteith, 2003; Kaiser 
and Miller, 2003; Czopp et  al., 2006; Kaiser, 2006; Shelton et  al., 
2006; Rasinski and Czopp, 2010; Becker et al., 2011, 2014; Eliezer 
and Major, 2012; Gervais and Hillard, 2014). Also, given that 
bias cues have become more subtle, these costs can become 
even higher as the legitimacy of bias attributions is more ambiguous.

Deciding whether to confront or not can thus be  a very 
difficult decision, and members of stigmatized groups may 
ruminate extensively on what is best. Even when they do not 
confront, this rumination about whether they should have 
confronted can last long after the situation has passed. Also, 
when they do not confront, members of stigmatized groups 
can face costs, such as guilt or shame about not confronting 
injustice, or feeling they have let down or sold out the group 
(Shelton et al., 2006). Also, non-confrontation may leave members 
of stigmatized groups feeling inauthentic, feeling they failed to 
be loyal to their true selves and personal goals. Such dissonance 
has been found to be  so aversive that people who do not 
confront sometimes minimize the seriousness of the bias claim 
to restore a positive sense-of-self (Rasinski et  al., 2013).

Costs of Hiding, Displaying, and 
Distancing
Potential costs can also result from coping strategies that involve 
hiding threatened identities; emphasizing outgroup characteristics; 
and from distancing from the negatively stereotyped group 
more generally. These costs can be  incurred by the self as 
well as by other ingroup members.

First, hiding, concealing, or distancing from an identity in 
the workplace can be  a costly strategy for the self. Individuals 
hide, conceal, and distance because they believe others will 
view them more favorably when they minimize their stigmatized 
identity, and that they will thus be  less likely to experience 
bias or discrimination (Quinn, 2017, 2018). Also, they believe 
that distancing from the stigmatized identity will increase their 
chances for acceptance and belonging (Newheiser and Barreto, 
2014). However, research has shown that concealment often 
tends to have the opposite effect: leading individuals to feel 
lower belonging and acceptance (Newheiser et  al., 2017). This 
is driven in part by people reducing their self-disclosure also 
of other self-relevant information beyond the stigmatized identity, 
and by feeling less authentic in interactions (Newheiser and 
Barreto, 2014). Also, research has shown that hiding (vs. revealing) 

a stigmatized identity is detected by external observers and by 
non-stigmatized interaction partners, who have less positive 
impressions of the person, and of the interaction, when the 
person conceals an identity (Newheiser and Barreto, 2014). 
Moreover, as with failure to confront, members of stigmatized 
groups may feel disloyal to their ingroup following distancing 
(Goldman and Kernis, 2002; Shelton et  al., 2005). Distancing 
also lowers opportunities to obtain support from the ingroup, 
further increasing negative consequences for the self (Branscombe 
et  al., 1999b; Haslam et  al., 2005; Van Laar et  al., 2014; Derks 
et  al., 2016). Such findings show that distancing from one’s 
stigmatized identity in an organization can be  a costly strategy.

Not only the self, but others too may experience costs from 
hiding or distancing. Recent research suggests that self-group 
distancing behavior by women in leadership positions has 
harmful effects for junior women exposed to this behavior 
(Sterk et  al., 2018). Behaviors such as the denial of gender 
bias and expressions of negative views of women may be taken 
at face value when shown by a woman, while seen as bias 
when shown by a man (see also Ni and Huo, 2018). As 
members of one’s own group are often assumed to have positive 
intent toward the ingroup (Hornsey et  al., 2002; Hornsey and 
Imani, 2004), these expressions may remain unchallenged and 
not counter argued by the self, and in this way affect self-
evaluations and well-being (Barreto and Ellemers, 2005; Sterk 
et  al., 2018; c.f., Ni and Huo, 2018)1. Thus, while self-group 
distancing can allow leaders who are members of stigmatized 
groups to cope with experienced threats, it may increase negative 
consequences for subordinates coming up in the ranks.

Other work has shown that distancing behaviors may have 
more general negative effects for addressing workplace equality. 
While members of stigmatized groups are unlikely to see self-
group distancing behavior as bias, it is even less likely that 
members of the dominant group will do so. People tend to 
believe that representatives of groups have their groups’ interests 
at heart (Sutton et al., 2006) – and thus members of stigmatized 
groups expressing stereotypical views of their own group (e.g., 
as having lower abilities or being less committed), or denying 
the existence of discrimination against their group, may 
be perceived as presenting the objective truth as to the current 
degree of inequality. This has important ramifications, as members 
of dominant groups can play a valuable role in addressing 
workplace inequality. Hence, an important avenue for future 
research is to examine to what extent members of non-stigmatized 
groups indeed start to believe inequality is less of a problem 
when successful members of stigmatized groups (e.g., female 
leaders) deny the existence of discrimination and express negative 
stereotypes of their own group.

Also in other ways, distancing has costs for the organization 
at large: members of stigmatized groups trying to hide, fit 
in, and assimilate into the organizational context undermines 
the organization’s potential to profit from diversity (e.g., see 
Ellemers and Rink, 2016). Again then, distancing from the 

1 Ni and Huo’s results suggest that the demotivating effects of perceiving outgroup 
bias can outweigh negative effects of internalizing ingroup bias, and indeed 
we  agree that both these processes can have negative effects.
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group – like other responses to threat such as exiting when 
one feels low fit – reduces the likelihood that organizations 
will actually change to become more welcoming to members 
of stigmatized groups. While distancing behaviors result from 
social inequality, they can then also contribute to the 
maintenance of workplace inequality.

Cognitive and Emotional Depletion
A third set of potential costs of coping with stigma is cognitive 
and emotional costs for the individual. As described earlier, 
coping with threat can at first boost energy and resources: 
individuals often try extra hard to overcome stereotypes and 
recruit extra resources to do so (Hoyt and Blascovich, 2007, 
2010; Ståhl et  al., 2012a). In fact, the prevention focus or 
vigilance that accompanies stereotype threat may be  especially 
useful to recruit such resources (Seibt and Förster, 2004; Koch 
et  al., 2008, 2009; Ståhl et  al., 2012b; see also van Peer et  al., 
2007; Putman and Roelofs, 2011) and to more effectively 
differentiate (and thus choose) between signals and environments 
offering threat versus safety (Seligman, 1971; Öhman and Mineka, 
2001; Ståhl et  al., 2012b). However, coping with workplace 
stigma has many aspects: constant vigilance for threat, especially 
among those highly identified with their stigmatized group 
(Begeny and Huo, 2017, 2018); managing and suppressing 
stereotype-relevant thoughts and feelings; effectively negotiating 
threatening contexts; choosing to confront or not confront bias; 
avoiding mistakes and the confirmation of group-relevant 
stereotypes; and more generally regulating threat (emotional 
coping, accepting, or resisting). To some degree, targets can 
become better at – and habituated to – responding to stigma, 
such that those who have more frequent experiences and practice 
dealing with stigma become better at doing so and suffer fewer 
cognitive costs (Crisp et  al., 2009; Johnson et  al., 2010). 
Nevertheless, all of these aspects take cognitive and emotional 
energy and can eventually lead to exhaustion (e.g., Schmader 
and Johns, 2003; Johns et  al., 2008; Logel et  al., 2009; Ståhl 
et  al., 2012a; Hall et  al., 2015; c.f., Baumeister et  al., 1998; 
Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). Research has shown that this 
exhaustion has negative consequences for later similar tasks as 
well as for other domains (e.g., reducing regulation of  
learning behaviors, lowering persistence on physical tasks, and 
increasing unhealthy eating behavior – for an overview, see 
Schmader et  al., 2008; Inzlicht et  al., 2011; Ståhl et  al., 2012a).

Conclusions Regarding Potential  
Hidden Costs of Coping With Stigma  
in the Workplace
In summary then, while we  know individuals have various 
creative strategies available to cope with negative stereotypes, 
prejudice and discrimination, the regulation involved can take 
a significant toll. Members of negatively stereotyped groups face 
not only the usual workplace task demands but also juggle 
regulation of stigma with all its consequences. This regulation 
includes complex choices about whether to confront or not 
confront injustice and whether to display or hide one’s identity 
– staying with or distancing from the stigmatized group. Moreover, 

regulation strategies successful for the individual may have 
unintended negative consequences for other group members. 
Also, regulating threat may have its own consequences – including 
cognitive depletion and emotional exhaustion, potentially leading 
to less effective functioning over time. This can have serious 
consequences for the self, the organization, and the ironic 
reinforcement of the stereotypes that caused the initial depletion 
and exhaustion. Fatigue from daily management of such issues 
may lead members of negatively stereotyped groups to opt out: 
leaving contexts and domains in which they are stigmatized 
and entering domains where they face fewer such challenges 
(Crocker et  al., 1998; Ryan et  al., 2008; Stephens and Levine, 
2011; Kossek et al., 2016). Crucially, these phenomena are unlikely 
to be recognized as responses to identity threat and may instead 
be  seen as individual problems and “choices” (Ryan et  al., 2008; 
Stephens and Levine, 2011). Also, even if each specific cost 
were to be small, they can build up and accumulate. Important 
future research directions thus include obtaining a much greater 
understanding of these cumulative costs of facing stigma (for 
examples see, Pascoe and Smart Richman, 2009; Kogan et  al., 
2015; Van Dijk and van Engen, 2019).

IMPLICATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONS

A threat, support, and hidden costs approach to targets’ 
responses to stigma helps us understand why current workplace 
diversity efforts that tend to focus on either “fixing the 
perpetrator” (e.g., anti-bias training) or “fixing the victim” 
(mentoring programs etc.) are not always successful in attracting 
and retaining members of stigmatized groups, and provides 
insights as to how we  can more effectively reduce workplace 
inequality. A fixing the perpetrator or victim approach is 
much too simple of an understanding that ignores much of 
the complex human cognition and behavior through which 
in- and exclusion takes place. As reviewed here, processes 
of in- and exclusion include inadvertent automatic stereotypes 
and biases and subtle devaluations. These are harder to identity 
but potentially even more potent. A fixing the perpetrator 
or victim approach tends to look for sources within individuals 
rather than in the larger work environment or interaction 
between individuals. A threat, support, and hidden costs 
approach to targets’ responses to stigma helps us understand 
why members of negatively stereotyped groups may experience 
higher levels of stress, depletion, and burn out in organizations; 
may underperform or appear less committed or motivated; 
and may not always take available opportunities. These responses 
should be  understood not as dysfunctional responses – or 
as inherent group differences – but as consequences of the 
regulation of identity threat in efforts to maintain multiple 
and sometimes conflicting goals for esteem, belonging, and 
achievement. This regulation can also entail important, but 
less obvious hidden costs. Extra vigilance for stigma may 
mean members of stigmatized groups recruit extra resources 
and perform well or even excellently in the short run. However, 
they may also show cognitive depletion and exhaustion over 
time. Similarly, moving up on the organizational ladder 
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importantly benefits enhancement of self, but may leave 
members of negatively stereotyped groups as loners in 
predominantly outgroup organizations much in need of identity 
safety and ingroup support, or may lead them to distance 
themselves from other members of their group in an attempt 
to fit in, leaving the status quo unchanged and the benefits 
of diversity for organizations uncultivated.

Key in this focus on threats, coping, support, and hidden 
costs is also that this approach considers members of stigmatized 
groups not as passive recipients of negative stereotypes and bias, 
but as active individuals pursuing multiple goals for esteem, 
belonging, and achievement. This approach is thus part of a 
shift away from a perspective on members of majority groups 
as perpetrators and members of stigmatized groups as victims, 
to a social psychology of intergroup relations that examines the 
interacting role of the high-status dominant group and the 
low-status stigmatized group within the contexts in which these 
interactions occur (Ellemers and Barreto, 2015).

Based on the insights described in this paper, a number of 
specific implications for organizations arise. First, organizations 
can do more to create awareness: awareness of how sometimes 
very subtle identity threats occur in work contexts and in daily 
interactions through underrepresentation, stereotypes, and an 
emphasis on domains associated with the dominant group. This 
also includes an awareness of which supportive contextual factors 
can reduce threat, and the potential hidden costs of regulating 
negative stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. Such awareness 
is particularly important among employees who function as 
gatekeepers in evaluation, selection, and promotion functions 
and committees, and among people in leadership positions who 
strongly impact organizational norms, climates, and policies.

Creating awareness should be  approached using good state-
of-the-art methods, and it is vital for organizations to understand 
that offered diversity training programs – and diversity initiatives 
more generally – are not always consistent with the research 
state-of-the-art and may backfire or actually increase stereotypes 
(Kalev et al., 2006; Dobbin and Kalev, 2013, 2018; Kaiser et al., 
2013; Roberson et  al., 2013; Dover et  al., 2014; Moss-Racusin 
et  al., 2014; Brady et  al., 2015; Kirby et  al., 2015; Gündemir 
and Galinsky, 2017). This is especially the case when such 
programs emphasize group membership and stereotypical 
differences; focus on “fixing the faults” of members of stigmatized 
groups; or when employees who are members of groups currently 
overrepresented in the organization feel that these efforts find 
their group at fault or put their group at a disadvantage. 
Additionally, for programs to be  effective, it is important that 
they provide insight into how potential threats often manifest 
themselves in subtle ways in daily workplace interactions. 
Increased awareness of what is actually important in order to 
address threats, support, and hidden costs for members of 
stigmatized groups then allows the tackling of the subtle barriers 
involved. These approaches are often quite different than what 
is currently common in the organization: for instance, an 
organizational diversity contact point where employees can 
notify someone when experiencing discrimination is not likely 
to pick up on (and hence address) subtle daily devaluation 
cues. Instead, counteracting such cues involves systematically 

scanning the workplace for cues in organizational materials, 
images, policies and advertisements, and in task and position 
assignments. Also, it means understanding how these cues and 
stereotypes become salient in the day-to-day workplace – e.g., 
in interactions between colleagues, and creating attention to 
this in the organization.

Second, organizations can create better structures and 
procedures that take into account this knowledge on threat, 
coping, support, and hidden costs. We know from much research 
that we  cannot get rid of stereotypes easily, but we  can set up 
recruitment, selection, evaluation, and promotion procedures 
in organizations such that there is less opportunity for stereotypes 
to affect outcomes. These structures and procedures go against 
individuals’ inclinations as busy and time-stressed human beings, 
leaving less opportunity for biases to impact decisions. The 
diversity literature has extensive guidelines on how to do this, 
including the monitoring and feedback of diversity progress 
(e.g., through the organization’s demographic statistics), and 
ensuring accountability for this progress; the use of more 
standardized and transparent recruitment, selection, and 
promotion procedures; and extra efforts to support networks, 
mentoring, and the availability of role models and supportive 
career planning for members of stigmatized groups (see e.g., 
Bias Interrupters for a comprehensive site monitoring and 
continually updating the best state-of-the-art on structures and 
procedures to increase diversity at work).

Finally, organizations should concentrate on creating “identity-
safe” environments in which identities are not negatively viewed 
but positively valued – paying particular attention to what the 
current identity cues communicate regarding the safety of different 
identities in the organization. Organizations can make use of the 
increasing knowledge with regard to the impact of daily hassles 
and cues; the positive impact of identity affirmation; and work 
on reducing the various potential triggers of threats to increase 
workplace equality. Organizations can pay specific attention to 
the availability of outgroup and ingroup support – also through 
networks, role models, and people in authority within the 
organization. As part of this, checking for representation of 
stigmatized groups is important, addressing both numerical 
underrepresentation and organizational visibility, also at different 
levels of the organizational hierarchy. The presence of a critical 
mass in the organization is key (often around 30% in the case 
of gender), making the category much less relevant and reducing 
the salience of stereotypes. Indeed, studies show that critical mass 
protects workplace satisfaction and performance by decreasing 
identity concerns (Allmendinger and Hackman, 1995; Niemann 
and Dovidio, 1998; Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev, 2000, 2003; Sekaquaptewa 
and Thompson, 2002, 2003). However, increased representation 
is not always possible, especially in the case of true minorities 
(e.g., sexual minorities) and then reducing any negative salience 
of these identities and providing positive value to identity becomes 
even more important. Also, as noted, creating an identity-safe 
environment includes attention to members of the majority or 
dominant group, making sure members of dominant majority 
groups too are included and have their perspectives valued (see 
also Kaiser et  al., 2013; Dover et  al., 2016). Identity safety also 
involves scanning the workplace for an inadvertent focus on 
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domains traditionally associated with some (but not other) groups, 
and checking the necessity of this emphasis in job descriptions, 
organizational communications, reward structures, and 
organizational culture (see also, Danbold and Huo, 2017; Danbold 
and Bendersky, 2018). For example, the same job or task can 
often be  described in different ways, such that it is less focused 
on one group’s traditional qualities and therefore becomes attractive 
to employees from different groups. Consistent with this, describing 
STEM careers as more communal (i.e., stressing collaboration and 
apprentice or mentoring models rather than independence; stressing 
societal benefits) increases women’s positivity toward STEM careers 
while not harming men’s positivity (Diekman et  al., 2011). Of 
course, these are solutions that do not challenge existing stereotypical 
views of who excels in which domain, and thus a long-term and 
broader solution involves the reduction of stereotypes through 
which certain domains and characteristics are automatically linked 
to specific groups (Eagly and Karau, 2002; Else-Quest et al., 2010).

CONCLUSION

Our current understanding of social inequality and how 
targets cope has followed a history from a focus on members 
of dominant groups as perpetrators and members of stigmatized 
groups as passive victims, to a focus on members of stigmatized 
groups as active agents regulating identity threat. Today, 
there is a much better understanding of how targets are 
affected by and deal with workplace stereotypes, prejudice, 
and discrimination: we  know that workplaces differ in the 
amount and kinds of social identity threat, and how these 
manifest themselves in increasingly subtle ways. Members 
of stigmatized groups cope with these threats in various 

ways; protecting their goals and their well-being, motivation, 
and performance. Support, particularly contextual support, 
can play an important role in mitigating threat and supporting 
self-regulation. Recent research also increasingly shows the 
costs of threat regulation: costs for individuals, for their 
ingroup, and for organizations. Together, these insights provide 
important starting points for how organizations can more 
effectively reduce workplace inequalities.
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