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Abstract

This research investigates the hypothesis that the mere suggestion of sexism can harm women’s experience of an instruction situation.
Across three experiments, women exposed to the suggestion about the sexism of a male instructor reported a less positive experience, per-
formed worse on a logic test, and rated the instructor as less competent than did women who were not exposed to the suggestion. The
same harmful consequences did not befall men, even when they were potential targets of the alleged sexism. To interpret results, the
authors emphasize the concept of social identity threat: the concern that one will be the target not only of stereotypes about inferiority,
but also a more general hostility based on a salient social identity. Results suggest the need to expand conceptions of discrimination to
include systemic forms of identity threat that can be sufficient to produce harm, even in situations where differential treatment is initially

absent.
© 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Consider the situation of a male instructor conducting a
tutorial for a female student. Now imagine that this situa-
tion becomes tainted with the suggestion of sexism. How
does the suggestion of sexism change the instruction experi-
ence? Does it transform the situation into one that
demands greater vigilance and causes distraction? Does it
spoil the interpersonal dynamics of the situation, increasing
the woman’s discomfort and damaging her rapport with
the instructor? In short, is the mere suggestion of sexism—
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apart from the issue of actual discrimination—sufficient to
cause harm to potential targets of sexism? Such questions
are hard to answer in everyday life because suggestions of
sexism and actual discrimination often co-occur. In the
present research, we use a laboratory paradigm to investi-
gate the consequences of a suggestion of sexism while hold-
ing constant the potential for discriminatory treatment.

Direct and indirect consequences of systemic devaluation

Women in contemporary American settings face sys-
temic devaluation associated with an environment of sex-
ism (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2000). This
environment of sexism impacts women’s lives through
direct acts of differential treatment. With respect to educa-
tion, women face barriers to success in domains like math
and science. These barriers include gendered socialization
practices in which girls learn to devalue these domains (e.g.,
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Eccles, Jacobs, & Harold, 1990). They also include blatant
discrimination from classroom authorities, as when teach-
ers treat girls in ways that suggest low expectations (e.g.,
Constantinople, Cornelius, & Gray, 1988).

As serious as these direct forms of discrimination are, we
propose that the harmful consequences of an environment
of sexism are not limited to such acts of differential treat-
ment. In addition, the realistic threat of discrimination, ren-
dered plausible by a cultural legacy of sexism, can be
sufficient to poison interaction and elicit harmful out-
comes—even in circumscribed situations that would other-
wise appear to be free from differential treatment. One can
consider these outcomes to be consequences of systemic
devaluation to the degree that they reflect and require a cul-
tural environment of sexism. These outcomes constitute
indirect consequences of systemic devaluation to the extent
that they occur in the absence of direct, differential treat-
ment.

Detrimental effects of a suggestion of sexism

To investigate the hypothesis that the threat of discrimi-
nation can be sufficient to produce discrimination-like out-
comes, we conducted a series of three experiments in which
we manipulated the threat of discrimination by having a
confederate either mention or not mention that an instruc-
tor seemed sexist. Although ideological prescriptions and
anecdotal evidence propose that this suggestion of sexism
might increase women’s motivation to do well, previous
research indicates that the mere suggestion of sexism may
have multiple negative consequences.

Comfort

First, regardless of whether an instructor is actually sex-
ist, the mere suggestion of sexism may constitute a “threat
in the air” (Steele, 1997) or contribute to a “chilly climate”
(Constantinople et al., 1988; Hall & Sandler, 1982; Hyde &
Kling, 2001) that not only renders the instruction situation
less comfortable for potential targets of the alleged sexism,
but also fosters short-term disengagement from the instruc-
tion situation (Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, &
Crocker, 1998) and long-term disidentification with the
instruction domain (Major & Schmader, 1998; Major et al.,
1998; Schmader, Major, & Gramzow, 2001). One source of
discomfort triggered by the suggestion of sexism is the
localized threat of unfair treatment inside the circum-
scribed instruction setting. Learning that an instructor may
be hostile toward one’s gender could cause anyone—man
or woman—to experience discomfort about the instruction
situation. An additional source of discomfort that may be
specific to women is a more systemic threat associated with
broader devaluation outside the instruction setting. For
women, the suggestion of sexism in a circumscribed instruc-
tion setting may activate associations to the larger environ-
ment of sexism, triggering a more general sense of hostility
that men do not share.

Learning and performance

Second, regardless of whether an instructor is actually
sexist, the mere suggestion of sexism may be sufficient to
interfere with learning and performance. The suggestion of
sexism may interfere with learning by distracting attention
and resources away from the content of instruction to the
task of monitoring the situation for signs of sexism (Frable,
Blackstone, & Scherbaum, 1990; Lord & Saenz, 1985). The
person need not believe the suggestion for such distraction
to occur; instead, the suggestion may trigger an automatic
vigilance (Pratto & John, 1991) for threat-related informa-
tion that has a similarly distracting effect.

Likewise, the suggestion of sexism may interfere with
performance not only by increasing distraction, but also
through mechanisms like anxiety, disengagement, or evalu-
ation apprehension (e.g., Geen, 1991; Spencer, Steele, &
Quinn, 1999; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002; Wine,
1971). Again, targets of the alleged sexism need not believe
the suggestion for such harms to occur. Instead, the sugges-
tion of sexism may be sufficient to trigger a diffuse arousal
that interferes with learning or test performance, even if the
target concludes that sexism is not relevant (Inzlicht & Ben-
Zeev, 2000; O’Brien & Crandall, 2003).

Evaluations of the instructor

Third, regardless of whether an instructor is actually sex-
ist, the mere suggestion of sexism may be sufficient to harm
evaluations of the instructor. People exposed to the sugges-
tion may perceive the instructor to be less fair, less warm, or
less effective than people who are not exposed to the sug-
gestion (see Brown & Dobbins, 2004). The importance of
this outcome lies in its potential to interfere with the
instructor-student relationship. The suggestion of sexism
may be sufficient to taint evaluation of the instructor,
decrease interpersonal rapport, and ultimately produce a
less positive interaction.

Varieties of social identity threat

An overarching framework from which to consider these
detrimental consequences is the concept of social identity
threat: the broad set of concerns that arise when some
aspect of the environment signals the danger that a person
might be evaluated on the basis of a threatened social iden-
tity (Steele et al.,, 2002; see also Branscombe, 1998). This
concept is an extension of the more specific predicament of
stereotype threat: the concern that one’s performance will
confirm or be interpreted in light of cultural stereotypes
about inferiority in a specific performance domain (Steele
et al.,, 2002). Social identity threat refers to the broader con-
cern that one will be the target not only of specific stereo-
types about inferiority, but also a more general hostility or
prejudice directed against a salient social identity.

To clarify the distinction between the general phenome-
non of social identity threat and the more specific instance
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of stereotype threat, consider the case of a man who over-
hears a suggestion that his female math instructor dislikes
men. This suggestion is unlikely to trigger stereotype
threat—concern about being the target of stereotypes
about inferiority—because math is a domain in which men
benefit from positive stereotypes. However, the suggestion
of gender bias may nevertheless promote social identity
threat to the extent that it triggers the man’s concern that
he will be the target of hostility or unfair treatment (rather
than stereotypes about inferiority).

Besides the distinction between stereotype threat and
social identity threat, another important distinction is the
difference between local and systemic forms of identity
threat. To illustrate this distinction, compare the parallel
cases of the woman described in the opening paragraph and
the man described in the preceding paragraph. Both the
woman and the man may experience a localized form of
identity threat associated with the potential for bias in the
immediate instruction setting. This localized form of iden-
tity threat may be sufficient to cause harm to the potential
targets, regardless of whether they are devalued (woman) or
relatively advantaged (man) in society at large, because
both people may be threatened by the possibility that their
respective instructors are hostile towards them. If the detri-
mental consequences of a suggestion of sexism were limited
to such local forms of identity threat, then one would
expect men exposed to the suggestion about anti-male sex-
ism from a female instructor to suffer the same harm as
women exposed to the suggestion about anti-female sexism
from a male instructor.

Without denying the possibility of harm to male targets,
we propose that the consequences of a suggestion of sexism
be will greater for female targets. This is because women
exposed to the suggestion about sexism of a male instructor
suffer an additional threat of systemic oppression (e.g., ste-
reotypes about inferiority or pervasive sexual objectifica-
tion) that men exposed to the suggestion about sexism of a
female instructor do not share. This broader threat of sys-
temic oppression gives the same suggestion of bias a more
sinister meaning for women than for men (Schmitt, Brans-
combe, Kobrynowicz, & Owen, 2002). Rather than a stray
cloud in an otherwise clear sky, it implies darker clouds
looming on the horizon. Applied to the present research,
the distinction between local and systemic forms of threat
suggests the following hypothesis: Although the suggestion
of sexism may be sufficient to cause harm for potential male
targets, the consequences will be more harmful for women
exposed to the suggestion about sexism of a male instructor
than for men exposed to the suggestion about sexism of a
female instructor.

The present research

To investigate whether the mere suggestion of sexism,
holding constant the potential for actual discrimination, is
sufficient to produce multiple negative outcomes, we con-
ducted three experiments in which we exposed tutorial stu-

dents to the suggestion that their instructor was sexist.
Study 1 investigated whether women who were exposed to
the suggestion that a male instructor seemed sexist would
report a less positive experience of the instruction situation,
perform worse on a standardized test, and rate the instruc-
tor less competent than would women who were not
exposed to this suggestion. Study 2 investigated whether the
detrimental effects of the suggestion of sexism are the gen-
eral consequence of exposure to the suggestion or are
instead limited to potential targets of the alleged sexism.
Study 3 investigated whether the detrimental effects of the
suggestion of sexism derive from the circumscribed predica-
ment that we have referred to as localized identity threat, or
instead reflect a more systemic form of identity threat.

Study 1

We have hypothesized that the mere suggestion of sex-
ism will have harmful consequences for women in an
instruction situation. In contrast, previous theory and
research have indicated that the suggestion of sexism can
sometimes have the relatively beneficial effect of buffering
potential targets—and, in particular, their self-esteem—
from the sting of potentially prejudiced, negative feedback
(Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & Major, 1991; see also Major,
Quinton, & McCoy, 2002; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002).
The present study extends this paradigm beyond self-
esteem to consider other important outcomes. Regardless
of whether the suggestion of sexism protects self-esteem, we
hypothesize that it will have less beneficial consequences for
experience of the instruction situation, performance, and
evaluations of instructor competence.

Method

Design

We manipulated two factors in a design taken from pre-
vious research on the buffering hypothesis (Crocker et al.,
1991, Study 1). The first factor was the presence or absence
of a suggestion that the instructor might be sexist. The sec-
ond factor involved a feedback manipulation that framed
performance on a difficult task in either a positive or nega-
tive light.

Participants

A total of 49 women from introductory psychology
courses at Stanford University were recruited by telephone
to participate in a study about logic tests. The primary cri-
terion for inclusion was that the participant had taken nei-
ther the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) and similar
tests nor a preparatory course for such tests.

Procedure

Each participant reported to an office in the psychology
department where a research coordinator asked her to wait,
ostensibly because the study was running late. After a few
minutes, the coordinator directed the participant to the
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testing room and told her to announce her presence to the
instructor even though he might be occupied with someone
else. When the participant arrived at the appointed room,
she found it occupied by a male instructor and a female stu-
dent who was a confederate of the experimenter. The
instructor invited the participant to sit and quickly excused
himself, leaving the participant alone with the female con-
federate.

Suggestion manipulation. While the instructor was gone, the
confederate had 1min to enact the suggestion-of-sexism
manipulation. In the course of an otherwise unscripted con-
versation, the confederate informed half of the participants
(assigned at random to the suggestion condition) that the
study was not so bad, even if the instructor did seem sexist.
For the other half of the participants (who comprised the
no-suggestion condition) the confederate omitted the ”sex-
ist” phrase. It is important to note that the instructor did
not hear these comments; consequently, he was unaware of
the condition to which a given participant was assigned.

Feedback manipulation. The instructor returned to the test-
ing room, dismissed the confederate, and explained to the
participant that she would experience one of several types of
tutorial, after which she would be asked to attempt a stan-
dardized logic test. Before the tutorial, the instructor asked
the participant to go to a chalkboard and solve a “diagnos-
tic” item similar to those that appeared on the later test. This
chalkboard problem set the stage for the feedback manipula-
tion. After allowing the woman to work for Smin, the
instructor interrupted with his assessment of her perfor-
mance. Half of the participants were assigned at random to
receive standard, relatively positive feedback. The instructor
informed these women that, although they could still benefit
from the upcoming tutorial, their “pattern of reasoning” was
better than most other participants he had seen. The remain-
ing participants received relatively negative feedback. The
instructor told these women that they apparently did not
have much experience with tests like this and that their pat-
tern of reasoning could benefit from the upcoming tutorial.

Pretest questionnaire. As the instructor prepared the tuto-
rial, each participant completed a pretest questionnaire
with the first set of dependent measures. These measures
included a series of 7-point scale items assessing partici-
pants’ responses to the instructor and his feedback. First,
participants responded to five items—the extent to which
the feedback was (a) fair, (b) due to the participant’s gen-
der, and (c¢) due to the instructor’s prejudice, and the extent
to which participants believed that the instructor was (d)
prejudiced and (e) fair—that assessed their perceptions
about the relevance of prejudice to the feedback they
received. Two additional items instructed participants to
rate the appropriateness of the instructor’s standard of
difficulty and the degree to which the adjective competent
characterized the instructor. The purpose of the former
item was to provide information about the effectiveness of

the feedback manipulation. Participants in the positive
feedback condition who received praise for their perfor-
mance were likely to perceive that the instructor held more
lenient standards than did participants in the negative feed-
back condition who receive criticism for their similar per-
formance. As with other measures, participants received
assurances that their responses would be confidential and
anonymous.

The pretest questionnaire also included a subset of 16, 5-
point scale items from the “Current Thoughts Scale” (CTS;
Heatherton & Polivy, 1991), a 20-item instrument designed
to measure state self-esteem. The four deleted items con-
cerned physical appearance and during pretesting tended to
arouse undue suspicion about possible deception.

Tutorial. Next came the tutorial, designed to be tedious but
also a potential boost to performance. It consisted of two
example problems which mirrored the first two items of the
ensuing logic test and were taken directly from past ver-
sions of the Graduate Management Admission Test
(GMAT). First was a sequencing problem with items about
the relative position of six brands of ant poison along
dimensions of sweetness and deadliness. Second was a
grouping problem with items about possible arrangements
of seven players to form a team of four.

The tutorial proceeded according to a well rehearsed
script that provided little opportunity for interaction. The
instructor used an overhead projector to demonstrate the
solution of the example problems while providing running
commentary of the solution process. He was trained to min-
imize extraneous conversation with the participant and to
respond in a businesslike manner to any questions or com-
ments. The length of the tutorial was approximately 10 min.

Logic test. The logic test followed immediately after the
tutorial. It consisted of four scenarios with six items each,
adapted from the analytical sections of past GMAT exams.
The first scenario included six items about the relative posi-
tion of six panda bears along dimensions of fatness and
wetness. The second scenario included six items about the
possible arrangements of eight players into two teams of
four. The third scenario included six items about possible
arrangements of 10 marbles of five different colors into a
series of five cans. The fourth scenario included six items
about possible arrangements of four statues with different
characteristics (gender, profession, and potential to glow in
the dark) given various constraints on position.

The instructor informed the participant that she had
25min to complete the 24 items. A normal administration
of such a test allows 35min for completion; consequently,
participants were under considerable time pressure about
which they were not explicitly warned.

Posttest questionnaire. After  25min, the instructor
returned to the testing room, directed the participant
to stop work, and again administered a measure instruct-
ing the participant to rate the instructor’s competence on
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a 7-point scale. Because the participants completed a simi-
lar item in the pretest questionnaire, this measure permit-
ted an assessment of the possibility that evaluations of
competence diverge over time with increasing instructor—
student interaction.

Upon completion of the posttest measure, the instructor
directed the participant to return to the coordinator’s office.
The research coordinator interviewed each participant at
length regarding her experience in the study and focused
especially on any suspicion about the suggestion manipula-
tion. Following this extensive interview, the coordinator
debriefed participants, emphasized the rationale for decep-
tion, summarized relevant research, shared hypotheses, and
addressed any remaining concerns a participant might have
about her experience in the study.

Results

Of the 27 women exposed to the suggestion manipula-
tion, four expressed suspicion about the confederate or the
true purpose of the study. In addition, one of the 22 women
assigned to the no-suggestion condition had already taken
the GRE. We excluded data from these five participants,
resulting in a final number of 44 participants. Unless other-
wise noted, we analyzed all results with a 2x2
(Suggestion x Feedback) analysis of variance (ANOVA).
Differing degrees of freedom between analyses reflect
instances when participants neglected to complete an item.

Experience of the instruction situation

Immediately after the feedback manipulation, partici-
pants completed five items that measured the extent to
which they thought prejudice was relevant to the instruc-
tion situation. We computed the mean of each participant’s
responses for these items to create a composite measure of
prejudice perception (x=.80). Analysis of this composite
item revealed the hypothesized main effect of the sugges-
tion, F(1,38)=11.64, p=.002, n*=.24. Women in the sug-
gestion condition perceived greater prejudice (M =3.0,
SD=1.08 on a 7-point scale) than did women in the no-
suggestion condition (M =2.04, SD=81). There was no
effect of the feedback factor, either as a main effect or in
interaction with the suggestion factor (see Table 1).

Besides perceptions of prejudice, participants also indi-
cated perceptions of the instructor’s standard of difficulty.
Consistent with the formulation of this outcome as a check
of the feedback manipulation, analyses revealed only a
main effect of feedback, F(1,40)=6.11, p=.02, #*=.13.
Women who received negative feedback considered
the standard of difficulty to be higher (M =4.6, SD=.73 on
a 7-point scale) than did women who received positive
feedback (M =4.0, SD=1.05). No other main effects or
interactions reached conventional levels of significance.

Together, these results suggest that women were sensi-
tive to the feedback manipulation, but this sensitivity was
not reflected in perceptions of prejudice. Instead, only the
suggestion manipulation influenced women’s perceptions
of prejudice.

Self-esteem

Previous research has focused on the consequences of a
suggestion of sexism for self-esteem. To assess this out-
come, we averaged across the 16 items from the CTS and
created a self-esteem score for each participant (o =.90).
The 2 x 2 ANOVA for these scores revealed only a main
effect of feedback, F(1,40)=7.36, p=.01, »*=.16.
Regardless of suggestion condition, self-esteem of women
who received negative feedback was significantly lower
(M =339, SD=.58 on a 5-point scale) than that of
women who received positive feedback (M =3.82,
SD = 47). Consistent with previous research, results pro-
vided no evidence that the suggestion of sexism harmed
self-esteem. However, there was also no evidence that the
suggestion of sexism buffered self-esteem from the threat-
ening implications of negative feedback (see Table 1 for
condition means).

Performance on the logic test

We hypothesized that the suggestion of sexism would
have a detrimental effect on test performance. Results sup-
ported this hypothesis, revealing only a main effect of the
suggestion factor, F(1,40)=9.2, p=.004, n*=.19. Regard-
less of feedback, women in the suggestion condition per-
formed significantly worse on the logic test (M =09.1,
SD =246 out of 24 items) than did women in the no-sug-
gestion condition (M =11.6, SD=2.84). Parallel to results

Table 1
Mean responses for outcome measures in Study 1
Measures No suggestion Suggestion

Negative feedback Positive feedback Negative feedback Positive feedback
Prejudice in setting 2.10(0.87) 1.98 (.78) 342 (1.17) 2.65 (0.90)
Instructor’s standard 4.73 (0.79) 3.90 (1.29) 4.55 (0.69) 4.00 (0.85)
Self-esteem 3.53 (0.61) 3.85 (0.60) 3.24 (0.54) 3.79 (0.37)
Performance 11.27 (2.94) 11.90 (2.85) 8.82 (2.40) 9.42 (2.58)
Instructor competence (pre-test) 5.20 (0.79) 5.90 (1.10) 4.90 (1.20) 5.00 (0.85)
Instructor competence (post-test) 5.90 (0.54) 6.30 (0.95) 5.18 (0.98) 542 (1.08)

Note. N =44 (10-12 per cell). Responses for self-esteem are on a 5-point scale. All other responses are on 7-point scales. Standard deviations appear in

parentheses.
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for self-esteem, there was no evidence that the suggestion of
sexism buffered performance from the threatening implica-
tions of negative feedback.

Evaluations of instructor competence

The final outcome of interest was participants’ evalua-
tions of instructor competence. Although our primary
hypothesis was that the suggestion would harm evaluations
of instructor competence, we measured this outcome at the
beginning and end of the procedure to explore the possibil-
ity that evaluations of instructor competence would diverge
over time. To assess this possibility, we added time of mea-
sure (pretest or posttest) as a within-subjects factor to the
basic, Feedback x Suggestion design and conducted a
2 x 2 x 2 mixed-design ANOVA on ratings of instructor
competence. Results of this analysis provided no indication
that evaluations diverged over time (ie., the
Suggestion x Time of Measure interaction was not signifi-
cant, F(1,38)=.37, p=.55.) Instead, results revealed two
main effects. One was a main effect of the within-subject
variable (Time of Measure), F(1,38)=28.28, p=.007,
n’>=.18, indicating that participants rated the instructor as
more competent at the end of the study (M=5.69,
SD=1.00) than they did following initial feedback
(M =5.23, SD=1.03). More important was a main effect of
the suggestion factor, F(1,38)="7.51, p=.009, n”?=.17. As
hypothesized, women in the suggestion condition
(M =5.13, SD=.79) rated the instructor as less competent
than did women in the no-suggestion condition (M =5.83,
SD =.86), regardless of the type of feedback they received
or when they completed the competence measure. No other
effects reached conventional levels of statistical significance

(ps>.17).
Discussion

Our hypothesis was that the suggestion of sexism would
trigger harmful consequences for women in an instruction
situation. We found strong support for this hypothesis.
Women exposed to the suggestion reported a less positive
experience of the instruction situation (ie., perceived
greater prejudice), performed worse on a standardized test,
and rated the instructor as less competent than did women
who were not exposed to the suggestion.

The harmful effects of the suggestion of sexism did not
extend to self-esteem. This pattern is broadly consistent
with previous work investigating why people from stigma-
tized groups do not internalize cultural representations that
portray them in negative light (Crocker & Major, 1989).
Results of the present study imply that people can maintain
a sense of self-worth, even when the threat of sexist devalu-
ation has detrimental consequences for other important
outcomes.

Although results provided no evidence that the sugges-
tion of sexism harmed self-esteem, they also provided no
evidence that it buffered self-esteem (or any other outcome)
from the impact of negative feedback. Instead, women who

received negative feedback reported equally low self-
esteem, regardless of whether or not they were exposed to
the suggestion of sexism.! Recent research has suggested
that, to buffer self-esteem from negative feedback, alleged
discrimination should be blatant or unambiguous, with no
possibility that the negative feedback might be justified by
lack of competence (Major, Kaiser, & McCoy, 2003; Major,
Quinton, & Schmader, 2003). It is unlikely that the sugges-
tion of sexism used in the present study met those condi-
tions. Because most participants performed poorly at the
chalkboard task, they may have found their negative feed-
back to be somewhat justified and difficult to discount. In
any case, the purpose of the present study was not to pro-
vide a definitive test of the buffering hypothesis, but instead
to contrast any effects that the suggestion of sexism might
have on self-esteem with its harmful consequences for other
important outcomes.”

Study 2

We have proposed that the harmful consequences of
exposure to a passing suggestion of sexism are the product
of women’s status as potential targets of the alleged sexism.
An alternative possibility is that the consequences have lit-
tle to do with being a potential target, but instead are more
general effects of the suggestion (e.g., negative labeling or
distraction-producing strangeness) that would happen to
anyone who was exposed to it. We investigated this issue in
Study 2 by comparing the effects of the identical suggestion
of sexism among women and a sample of participants who
were not potential targets of the alleged sexism—men. If
the detrimental effects of the suggestion of sexism are a
product of being a potential target, then one should observe
these effects among women but not among men.

Method

To test this hypothesis, we retained the suggestion
manipulation and introduced sex of participant as a factor.
Because the feedback manipulation of Studyl had no effect

! The present study may have lacked sufficient power to detect evidence
for the buffering hypothesis if the pattern of means had supported the hy-
pothesis. It is therefore important to emphasize that lack of support for
the buffering hypothesis is not a question of statistical significance. In-
stead, the pattern of results actually runs counter to the buffering hypothe-
sis—specifically, exposure to the suggestion in the context of negative
feedback resulted in the most harmful outcomes of any condition—a situ-
ation that additional power would not change.

2 Tt was with this purpose in mind that we based the design of the present
study on previous investigations of the buffering hypothesis. However, as
an anonymous reviewer noted, the design afforded a plausible, alternative
variety of buffering hypothesis: namely, that positive feedback might act as
an affirmation that buffered participants from the detrimental effects of the
suggestion of sexism (see Schimel, Arndt, Banko, & Cook, 2004). Results
of the present study failed to support this variety of buffering hypothesis,
too. The detrimental effects of a mere suggestion of sexism were sufficiently
strong that they overwhelmed any buffering effect of positive feedback.
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on the primary outcomes of interest, we abandoned it in
Study 2.

Participants

We recruited women (n=30) and men (n=29) from two
different sources at Stanford University with the same crite-
rion for inclusion as Study 1. One source was a series of
introductory psychology courses, and these people received
course credit in return for their participation. Another
source was a pool of students who received $7.00 for partic-
ipation.

Procedure

The procedure for Study 2 was nearly identical to that of
Study 1. Participants, now both men and women, reported
to the office of a coordinator who directed them to a testing
room where they found a male instructor and a woman
who appeared to be the previous participant. As before, the
woman was a confederate of the experimenter whose job it
was to enact the suggestion of sexism manipulation by
informing half of the participants that the instructor
seemed sexist.’ For the remaining participants (the no-sug-
gestion condition), the confederate omitted the “sexist”
phrase. As before, the instructor was unaware of the condi-
tion to which participants were assigned.

Because we abandoned the feedback manipulation of
Study 1, it was no longer necessary to stage a chalkboard
problem once the confederate was dismissed. Instead, the
instructor began by briefly explaining the study and then
conducted the same tutorial as in Study 1.

After the tutorial, the instructor administered a pretest
questionnaire. The questionnaire included the same items
from the CTS (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991) as the pretest
questionnaire in Study 1. Otherwise, changes to the proce-
dure of Study 2 required changes to the remaining pretest
measures. First, elimination of the feedback manipulation
rendered unnecessary the item about the instructor’s stan-
dard of difficulty. Second, the addition of men rendered
problematic the items about perceived prejudice. Men
expressed undue suspicion about an initial version of the
procedure that included questions about the male instruc-
tor’s possible prejudice, so we discarded these items from
Study 2 and instead asked participants to rate the degree to
which the adjectives comfortable and friendly characterized
the instruction situation.

When the participant had completed this first set of mea-
sures, the instructor began the same logic test as in Study 1.
After 25min, the instructor asked the participant to stop
work and administered the same posttest rating of instruc-
tor competence as in Study 1. (Because results of Study 1
provided no evidence that the effects of the suggestion
diverged over time, we discarded the pretest rating of
instructor competence.) In addition, participants completed

3 Participants’ remarks during the debriefing interview indicated that
men understood the confederate’s statement to mean that the instructor
was sexist against women.

eight items asking them to recall features of the tutorial
(e.g., What color of ink did the instructor use for the second
tutorial example?). These items assessed the extent to which
participants attended to the tutorial and thereby provided a
criterion for inclusion in data analyses. One man in the sug-
gestion condition failed to recall correctly any of the eight
features, so we excluded his data from subsequent analyses.
When participants completed the tutorial recall items, the
coordinator entered, conducted a thorough debriefing, and
carefully probed participants for suspicion.

Results

The first hypothesis was that, as in Study 1, women
exposed to the suggestion of sexism would suffer worse
outcomes than women who were not exposed to the
suggestion. To test this hypothesis, we conducted an
analysis for each outcome (with o =.05) that assessed the
simple main effect of the suggestion manipulation
within women. The second hypothesis was that the harm-
ful effects of the suggestion would not extend to
men, who are not potential targets of the alleged sexism.
To test this hypothesis, we assessed the interaction in a
Sex x Suggestion ANOVA. Despite this conceptual
order, we follow convention by reporting results of
ANOVA first, followed by the test assessing the simple
main effect of the suggestion within women. For sake of
comparison (rather than a test of hypotheses), we also
report the parallel analysis assessing the simple main
effect of the suggestion within men. With the exception of
the 5-point self-esteem measures, all measures were based
on 7-point Likert-type scales.

Experience of the instruction situation

Immediately after the tutorial, participants rated the
friendliness and comfort of the instruction situation.
Because these two items were correlated, r(58)=.59,
p<.0001, we combined them to form a composite measure.
The ANOVA for this measure revealed a main effect of sex,
F(1, 55)=10.512, p=.002, n2: .16, such that women
(M=4.15, SD=1.23) reported a less positive experience
than did men (M =5.03, SD=.92). This main effect was
qualified by the hypothesized Sex x Suggestion interaction,
F(1,55)=5.17, p= 03, 5* = .09, indicating that the identical
suggestion of sexism had different effects among women
and men. Analyses of simple main effects indicated that
women in the suggestion condition reported a less positive
experience than women in the no-suggestion condition,
F(1,55)=3.95, p=.05, #* =.07. In contrast, men reported a
similar experience across conditions F(1,55)=1.34, p=.25,
1> =.03 (see Table 2 for means).

Self-esteem

As in Study 1, there was no evidence that the suggestion
of sexism harmed self-esteem. The ANOVA for the self-
esteem measure revealed no reliable effects, ps>.13 (see
Table 2 for means).
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Table 2
Mean responses for outcome measures in Study 2
Measures Women Men

No suggestion Suggestion No suggestion Suggestion
Experience of setting 4.53 (1.04) 3.77 (1.32) 4.80 (0.88) 5.33(0.90)
Self-esteem 3.90 (0.64) 3.87 (0.54) 4.11 (041) 4.06 (0.59)
Performance 11.80 (2.88) 9.53(2.90) 10.40 (3.44) 12.93 (4.56)
Instructor competence 6.07 (0.80) 5.00 (1.07) 5.87 (0.99) 5.80 (0.86)

Note. N=159 (14-15 per cell). Responses for self-esteem are on a 5-point scale. All other responses are on 7-point scales. Standard deviations appear in

parentheses.

Performance on the logic test

The ANOVA for performance revealed only the hypoth-
esized Sex x Suggestion interaction, F(1,55)="7.20, p=.01,
n?>=.12, indicating that the identical suggestion of sexism
had different effects within sex. Analyses of simple effects
indicated a marginal tendency for women in the suggestion
condition to perform worse than women in the no-sugges-
tion condition, F(1,55)=3.19, p=.08, n>=.05. In contrast,
men in the suggestion condition performed better than men
in the no-suggestion condition, F(1,55)=4.03, p=.05,
n>=.07 (see Table 2 for means).

Evaluations of instructor competence

The ANOVA for posttest ratings of instructor compe-
tence revealed a significant main effect of suggestion,
F(1,55)=4.85, p=.03, n*=.08. This effect was qualified by
the hypothesized Sex x Suggestion interaction,
F(1,55)=4.68, p=.04, n>=.08, indicating that the same
suggestion of sexism had different effects among women
and men. Analyses of simple main effects indicated that
women in the suggestion condition rated the instructor to
be less competent than did women in the no-suggestion
condition, F(1,55)=9.70, p=.003, n*=.15. In contrast,
men across conditions did not differ in ratings of instructor
competence, F(1,55)=0 (see Table 2 for means).

Discussion

Study 2 replicated results of Study 1, showing again that
the suggestion of sexism was sufficient to produce harmful
consequences for women in an instruction situation.
Women exposed to the suggestion reported a less positive
experience, tended to perform worse on the logic test, and
rated the instructor as less competent than did women who
were not exposed to this suggestion. In addition, Study 2
extended results of Study 1 by showing that the identical
suggestion of sexism did not produce similarly harmful
consequences for men. Framed in general terms, the harm-
ful effects of the suggestion were limited to potential targets
of the alleged sexism and did not extend to participants
who were not potential targets.

Although we hypothesized that the harmful effects of the
suggestion of sexism on women’s outcomes would not
extend to men, we did not anticipate that it would promote
positive outcomes. Yet, men who were exposed to the sug-

gestion of sexism actually performed better than men who
were not exposed to the suggestion. This pattern is consis-
tent with the phenomenon of stereotype lift (Walton &
Cohen, 2003), in which the same laboratory conditions that
harm performance of people from disadvantaged or nega-
tively stereotyped groups boost performance of people
from advantaged or positively stereotyped groups. We
return to this pattern after presenting results of Study 3.

Study 3

Results of Study 2 indicate that the suggestion of sexism
did not cause harm for men when they were not potential
targets of the alleged sexism. However, the question
remains: What happens when men are potential targets?
Here, the distinction between local and systemic forms of
identity threat becomes important. This distinction starts
with the observation that anyone—man or woman—may
experience a localized form of gender-based hostility in a
given instruction setting. If the harmful effects of the sug-
gestion that we observed in previous studies are solely the
result of this localized identity threat, then one should
observe the similarly harmful consequences for men who
are exposed to the suggestion about anti-male sexism of a
female instructor.

In contrast, we propose that the harmful effects of the
suggestion observed in the previous studies are partly the
consequence of a more systemic form of identity threat
related to concerns about hostility and acceptance that
extend beyond the immediate testing situation. This addi-
tional set of concerns gives the parallel suggestion of sexism
a more sinister meaning for women than for men (see also
Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Schmitt, Branscombe, &
Postmes, 2003). Because women must contend with an
additional set of systemic threats that men do not share, we
hypothesize that exposure to parallel suggestion of sexism
will have more harmful consequences for potential female
targets than for potential male targets. We tested this
hypothesis in Study 3.

Besides enabling a direct comparison of the suggestion’s
effects on female and male targets, the case of male targets
also provided a unique opportunity to compare the costs of
local disadvantage with the benefits of systemic advantage.
To the extent that men are potential targets of alleged bias,
they may suffer from local forms of identity threat that are
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Table 3
Means responses for outcome measures in Study 3

Measures ‘Women

Men

No suggestion

Suggestion (sexist male)

No suggestion Suggestion (sexist female)

Experience of setting 4.50 (1.04) 3.64 (1.39) 5.31 (0.96) 4.56 (1.06)
Self-esteem 3.58 (0. 90) 4.02 (0.80) 4.20 (0.45) 4.10 (0.63)
Performance 9.56 (2.99) 745 (3.25) 6.94 (2.61) 8.00 (2.91)
Instructor competence 5.33(0.97) 4.83 (1.79) 5.17 (1.15) 5.50 (0.86)

Note. N="172 (18 per cell). Responses for self-esteem are on a 5-point scale. All other responses are on 7-point scales. Standard deviations appear in

parentheses.

sufficient to produce harm. Simultaneously, the suggestion of
sexism may also trigger broader associations to systems of
meaning in which men are advantaged relative to women.
These associations may provide symbolic resources (e.g., pos-
itive stereotypes) that not only mitigate harmful effects of
local disadvantage, but also promote positive outcomes.

Method

Participants

Women (n=39) and men (n=38) from an introductory
psychology course at the University of Kansas participated
in the study in exchange for course credit. Participants had
taken neither a GRE-type test nor a preparatory course for
such a test.

Procedure

The procedure was identical to Study 2, with one excep-
tion. Rather than a female confederate who suggested that
a male instructor was sexist against women, male partici-
pants now met a male confederate who suggested (or did
not suggest) that a female instructor was sexist against men.

Results

As in previous studies, the first hypothesis was that
women exposed to the suggestion of sexism would suffer
worse outcomes than women who were not exposed to the
suggestion. To test this hypothesis, we conducted analyses
for each outcome (with a=.05) that assessed the simple
main effect of the suggestion within women. In addition, the
design of Study 3 permitted an investigation of two differ-
ent hypotheses regarding the source of the suggestion’s
harm. If the harmful consequences of the suggestion reflect
experience of local identity threat, then one would expect
parallel suggestions of sexism to have similar effects for
potential male and female targets (i.e., a main effect of the
suggestion manipulation in a Sex x Suggestion ANOVA).
In contrast, if the harmful consequences of the suggestion
reflect experience of systemic identity threat, then one
would expect parallel suggestions of sexism to have differ-
ent effects for potential male and female targets (i.e., the
interaction effect in a Sex x Suggestion ANOVA).

As in Study 2, we conform to convention by reporting
results of ANOVA first, followed by the planned test
assessing the simple main effect of the suggestion within

women. For sake of comparison, we again report the
parallel analysis assessing the simple main effect of the sug-
gestion within men. With the exception of the 5-point self-
esteem measures, all measures were based on 7-point Lik-
ert-type scales. As before, we retained only participants
who correctly answered at least one of the eight tutorial-
recall questions. We excluded five participants (three
women in the no-suggestion condition and one man in each
condition) who failed this criterion.

Experience of the instruction situation

As in Study 2, we again computed the mean of each par-
ticipant’s ratings of friendly and comfortable to create a sin-
gle, composite measure of comfort with the instruction
situation, r(72) =41, p<.001. The ANOVA for this mea-
sure again revealed a main effect of sex, F(1, 68)=10.56,
p=.002, *=".13 and an additional, main effect of the sug-
gestion factor, F(1,68)=9.25, p=.003, #*=.12. The first
effect indicates again that, whether or not the suggestion
was present, women (M =4.07, SD=1.29) rated the situa-
tion less positively than did men (M =4.93, SD = 1.06). The
second effect indicates that, regardless of sex, participants
in the suggestion condition (M =4.10, SD =1.07) rated the
situation less positively than did those in the no-suggestion
condition (M =490, SD=1.30). The Sex x Suggestion
interaction was not significant, F(1,68)=0.04, p=.84.
Instead, the combination of main effects meant that women
exposed to the suggestion suffered a particularly negative
experience (See Table 3 for means).

Self-esteem

As in previous studies, there was no evidence that the
suggestion of sexism harmed self-esteem. The ANOVA
revealed only a main effect of sex, indicating that men
scored higher on the measure than did women,
F(1,68)=3.87, p=.05, 1*=.05. (see Table 3 for means).*

4 In this case, the Sex x Suggestion interaction approached conventional
levels of statistical significance, F(1,68) =243, p=.12, 5* =.03. This pattern
constitutes the only evidence from the present studies in support of the
buffering hypothesis (Crocker & Major, 1989); specifically, the simple effect
of the suggestion within women indicated a marginal tendency for women in
the suggestion condition to report greater self-esteem than women in the no-
suggestion condition, F(1,68)=3.19, p =.08, > =.04. However, the pattern
also illustrates the larger theme of the present research. Even when the sug-
gestion of sexism has the relatively beneficial consequence of buffering wom-
en’s self-esteem, it has harmful consequences for other important outcomes.
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Performance on the logic test

The ANOVA for test performance revealed only the
hypothesized Sex x Suggestion interaction, F(1,68)=4.49,
p=.04, y* = .06, indicating that parallel suggestions of sex-
ism had different effects among women and men. Analyses
of simple main effects indicated that women in the sugges-
tion condition performed significantly worse than did
women in the no-suggestion condition, F(1,68)=4.21,
p=.04, *=.06. In contrast, men’s performance did not
differ significantly as a function of suggestion condition,
F(1,68)=.89, p=.35 (see Table 3 for means).

Evaluations of instructor competence

Mean scores for the last outcome of interest—posttest
ratings of instructor competence—showed a similar pattern
as in Study 2 (see Table 3). Women in the suggestion condi-
tion tended to rate the instructor as less competent than did
participants in the other three conditions. However, the
corresponding, Sex x Suggestion interaction for this mea-
sure was not significant, F(1,68)=2.01, p=.16 (nor did
either main effect approach conventional levels of statistical
significance). Likewise, the planned test of the simple effect
of the suggestion within women indicated that the tendency
for women in the suggestion condition to evaluate the
instructor less positively was not significant, F(1,68) =145,
p=.23, n*=.02. The parallel analysis indicated no tendency
for men in the suggestion condition to evaluate the instruc-
tor any differently than did men in the no-suggestion condi-
tion, F(1,68)=0.64, p= 43, i*=01.

Discussion

Results of Study 3 replicate the pattern of previous stud-
ies in an independent sample of women at a different uni-
versity. Women exposed to the suggestion of sexism again
reported a less positive experience and performed worse on
a logic test than did women who were not exposed to this
suggestion. Results for the third outcome of interest—eval-
uations of the instructor—revealed a similar pattern,
although the difference in this case was not statistically sig-
nificant.

In contrast to its uniformly harmful consequences for
potential female targets, exposure to the parallel suggestion
of sexism did not have uniformly harmful consequences for
potential male targets. There was some evidence that men
exposed to the suggestion had some experience of threat;
specifically, they rated their experience of the tutorial set-
ting to be less positive than did men who were not exposed
to the suggestion. However, there was no evidence that the
suggestion or its implication of threat harmed men’s perfor-
mance or evaluations of the instructor.

Analyses across studies
The preceding studies provide consistent evidence that

the mere suggestion of sexism can be sufficient to harm
women’s experience of an instruction situation. To evaluate

the consistency of this evidence in a statistically rigorous
fashion, we examined the detrimental effects of the sugges-
tion on women’s outcomes meta-analytically across
studies.” Preliminary analyses gave no indication that effect
sizes varied across studies, so we proceeded with the meta-
analyses. Results provide strong evidence that the sugges-
tion of sexism had the hypothesized negative effects. Across
all three studies, women exposed to the suggestion reported
a less positive experience (weighted mean d=1.00, z=3.95,
p<.0001), performed worse on the logic test (weighted
mean d=0.92, z=3.95, p<.0001), and rated the instructor
as less competent (weighted mean d=041, z=2.88,
p=.002) than did women who were not exposed to the sug-
gestion.

Meta-analysis was inappropriate for examining effects of
the suggestion on men because the meaning of the manipu-
lation differed across the two studies in which men partici-
pated. However, this between-study difference afforded an
alternative, 2 x 2 (Study x Suggestion) ANOVA that helps
to clarify key concepts. Along one dimension, the study fac-
tor constitutes a manipulation of local identity threat:
men’s concern that they will be the target of hostility or
bias in a discrete situation. Men in Study 2 overheard a sug-
gestion about gender bias of a male instructor for which
they were not potential targets (and therefore were not
exposed to local identity threat), but men in Study 3 over-
heard a suggestion about gender bias of a female instructor
for which they were potential targets (and therefore were
exposed to local identity threat). Along the other dimen-
sion, the suggestion factor constitutes a manipulation of
men’s systemic advantage, which was more salient in the
suggestion condition than in the no-suggestion condition.
Of course, one must interpret this analysis with caution
because other factors besides threat—for example, univer-
sity setting and instructor gender—also varied across stud-
ies. Accordingly, we present the analysis not as a formal test
of hypotheses, but instead as a way to organize discussion
of results.

Beginning with experience of the instruction situation,
the ANOVA revealed a significant Study x Suggestion
interaction, F(1,62) =8.13, p =.006, n?=.12. Tests of simple
main effects indicate that, in Study 2, men exposed to the
suggestion about sexism of a male instructor (for which
they were not potential targets) displayed a non-significant
tendency to report a more positive experience of the
instruction situation than did men in the no-suggestion

5 The justification for the meta-analysis is enhanced by the fact that,
with one exception, measures of the primary outcomes were identical
across studies. The exception is experience of the instruction situation,
which we measured via prejudice composite in Study 1, but via a combina-
tion of comfortable and friendly in Studies 2 and 3. Results reported here
include prejudice-composite data from Study 1, reverse scored so that
higher numbers signify a more positive experience (i.e., perception of less
prejudice). However, conclusions regarding experience of the instruction
setting do not change when one conducts the meta-analysis for this out-
come using only data from Studies 2 and 3 (weighted mean d=1.00,
z=12.63,p<.01).
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condition, F(1,62)=3.07, p=.085, n*=.05 (see Table 2). In
Study 3, men exposed to the suggestion about sexism of a
female instructor (for which they were potential targets)
reported a less positive experience of the instruction situa-
tion than did men in the  no-suggestion
condition,F(1,62)=5.34, p=.024, n”=.08 (see Table 3).
This pattern implies that the experience of localized threat
is sufficient to produce discomfort among men, even when
they benefit from systemic advantage.

Turning to the outcome of performance, the ANOVA
revealed orthogonal main effects. A main effect of study
indicated that, regardless of suggestion condition, Stanford
men in Study 2 (M =11.67, SD=4.17) performed better
than Kansas men in Study 3 (M=753, SD=2.78),
F(1,62)=24.16, p=.001, #*>=.28. More important, a main
effect of the suggestion manipulation indicated that, regard-
less of study, men who were exposed to the suggestion
(M=10.24, SD=4.45) performed better than men who
were not exposed to the suggestion (M =8.58, SD=13.43),
F(1,62)=426, p=.04, n*=.06. The Study x Suggestion
interaction was not significant, F(1,62)=.89, p=.35. This
pattern implies that the salience of systemic advantage pro-
vides a boost to men’s performance in a way that is not
moderated by the presence of localized threat.®

This pattern is consistent with the phenomenon of ste-
reotype lift (Walton & Cohen, 2003) and with research
showing that men, unlike women, are not harmed by
knowledge that they have been selected for a task on the
basis of gender rather than merit (Heilman, Lucas, &
Kaplow, 1990; Heilman, Simon, & Repper, 1987; Major,
Feinstein, & Crocker, 1994). The present work extends pre-
vious research by pitting the potential benefits of systemic
advantage (e.g., stereotype lift) against the potential costs of
local disadvantage (e.g., local identity threat). Results sug-
gest that—at least for test performance in our laboratory
paradigm—the beneficial effects of men’s systemic advan-
tage can be enough to offset harmful effects of local disad-
vantage.

General discussion

The suggestion of sexism functions on the conceptual
level as a manipulation of social identity threat: the concern
that one might be a target not only of specific stereotypes
about inferiority, but also a more general hostility based (in
this case) on one’s gender identity. Results of the present
research support the hypothesis that this threat is sufficient
to trigger harmful consequences for women in an instruc-
tion situation, even in the absence of any predisposition

® The ANOVA for instructor competence revealed only a main effect of
Study, F(1,62) =429, p = 04, 5> = .06. Regardless of suggestion condition,
Stanford men in Study 2 (M = 5.83, SD = 91) rated the male instructor as
more competent than Kansas men in Study 3 (M =533, SD = 1.01) rated
the female instructor. Whether this pattern reflects derogation of the fe-
male instructor or another factor that varies across studies is a question
that the present analysis cannot answer.

toward discrimination on the part of the instructor. Women
who were exposed to the suggestion of sexism reported less
positive experience, performed worse on a standardized
test, and rated the instructor as less competent than did
women who were not exposed to the suggestion.

Results also support the hypothesis that the suggestion
of sexism does not have identically harmful consequences
for men. Our account of these differential consequences
emphasizes a distinction between local and systemic varie-
ties of identity threat.

On one hand, the suggestion of sexism constitutes a local
form of identity threat that can be sufficient to harm experi-
ence of anyone who is a potential target, whether relatively
devalued (i.e., women) or advantaged (men) in the sur-
rounding environment. For example, exposure to the sug-
gestion about sexism of a female instructor was sufficient to
harm experience of the instruction setting for men in Study
3, even though they are typically not the targets of either
stereotypes about inferiority or broad devaluation in the
university settings in which we conducted this research.

On the other hand, the suggestion of sexism has associa-
tions to broader systems of devaluation and advantage that
give the parallel instance more sinister implications for
women than for men. For men, the threat associated with
the suggestion is limited to the immediate situation and has
few implications for life outside the instruction setting.
Indeed, the suggestion may even trigger associations to
men’s relatively advantaged status and promote the phe-
nomenon of stereotype lift. In contrast, the threat associ-
ated with the suggestion of sexism is not limited to the
immediate situation for women, but implies a more chronic
set of concerns that pervade professional and academic life.
These broader concerns constitute a more systemic form of
identity threat that men do not share. This threat weighs
heavily on experience of the instruction setting, triggering
the differential consequences for men and women that we
observed in the present research.

Limitations and future directions

Although the present results are generally consistent
with this account, there may be other differences between
women and men—for example, gender-based dispositions
concerning sensitivity to threat—that might also underlie
the observed differences. Rather than deny these possibili-
ties, we simply note that they are not incompatible with the
present account. A lifetime of engagement with gendered
academic environments may shape women to acquire a dis-
positional vigilance for the possibility of discrimination
(e.g., stigma consciousness; see Pinel, 1999). Although this
dispositional vigilance is an adaptive strategy for life in a
general environment of discrimination, it can have harmful
consequences when applied to specific situations from
which discrimination is initially absent.

In any case—whether temporary responses to a instance
of identity threat or dispositional tendencies shaped by
chronic experience of identity threat—our preferred
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account of observed results invokes the situationist world-
view of social psychology (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). Rather
than blame the victim and attribute observed harm to
something inherent in the nature of women, this situationist
worldview locates the source of observed results in the
different worlds that men and women typically inhabit.
Conclusive evidence for this account awaits additional
research.

Stereotype threat or social identity threat

A second issue that remains from these studies is
whether the harmful effects on women’s experience are
reducible to a specific concern about stereotypical beliefs
(i.e., stereotype threat) or instead reflect a more general con-
cern about hostility and prejudicial treatment (i.e., social
identity threat). We designed the present studies to investi-
gate the latter rather than the former. Studies of stereotype
threat typically use manipulations that focus on the
salience of social categories or beliefs about inferiority that
are attached to these categories. In contrast, we designed
the present manipulation (i.e., the suggestion of sexism) to
invoke the broader experience of oppression in which the
potential for hostility and prejudicial treatment were at
least as relevant as stereotypical beliefs about inferiority.
Likewise, studies of stereotype threat typically focus on the
outcome of performance in relatively sanitized testing situ-
ations that are insulated from interpersonal interaction. In
contrast, the present studies focus on a broader range of
outcomes in the context of a prolonged interaction that
renders the threat of hostility or prejudicial treatment a
more relevant concern.

The distinction between social identity threat and the
more specific phenomenon of stereotype threat is perhaps
most clear in Study 3, where men who were exposed to the
suggestion about the anti-male sexism of a female instruc-
tor reported a less positive experience than did men who
were not exposed to this suggestion. It seems unlikely that
this result is the product of stereotype threat, because the
relevant performance domain (logic tests) is one for which
men benefit from positive stereotypes. Indeed, as a possible
reflection of these positive stereotypes, the analyses across
studies indicate that men who were exposed to a suggestion
of sexism generally performed better than men who were
not exposed to the suggestion, even when (as in Study 3)
they were potential targets of the alleged sexism. Instead, a
more plausible source of the suggestion’s detrimental effects
is the general concern about hostility and prejudicial treat-
ment that we have referred to as social identity threat. This
concern was apparently sufficient to produce a less positive
experience, despite the positively stereotyped nature of the
performance domain.

Although the design and results of the present studies
are consistent with a distinction between a broad category
of social identity threat and the specific phenomenon of ste-
reotype threat, a conclusive demonstration of this distinc-
tion awaits further research. One way to distinguish
between these phenomena is to investigate the effects of the

suggestion of sexism in instruction domains for which
women do not suffer from cultural stereotypes about inferi-
ority (e.g., verbal skill). If the suggestion of sexism produces
similar detrimental consequences in a non-stereotyped
domain, then one can attribute these consequences to a
more general phenomenon of social identity threat rather
than the specific phenomenon of stereotype threat.

Mediators of harm to performance

A third issue that remains from the present research con-
cerns potential mediators of the suggestion’s harmful con-
sequences, especially for test performance. Although the
present studies did not explore this issue, they do provide
relevant data. For example, one might hypothesize that the
suggestion harms test performance by damaging women’s
self-esteem. Indeed, the fact that previous research has
focused on the outcome of self-esteem may reflect the prev-
alent assumption in North American settings about the
importance of self-esteem for a variety of outcomes, includ-
ing test performance. However, we observed no evidence
that self-esteem mediated the effect of the suggestion
manipulation on performance, because the suggestion had
no effects on self-esteem.’

One contribution of the present paradigm is to expand
empirical attention beyond the moment of test performance
to investigate the effects of the suggestion on the broader
instruction process. Besides potential mediators of perfor-
mance decrements that operate at the moment of perfor-
mance, the detrimental effects of the suggestion of sexism
might also be mediated by processes—Ilike distraction or
disengagement—that operate during moments of learning
and instruction. By including the instruction phase in the
research design, the present paradigm provides opportuni-
ties for future research to assess these potential mediators.

Suggestion of sexism as chilly climate: Implications for
motivation

The present research emphasizes the consequences of
the suggestion for experience of the instruction situation,
not as a potential mediator of performance, but instead as
an important outcome in its own right. Results indicate
that the suggestion of sexism is sufficient to transform the
situation into a “chilly climate” (Hall & Sandler, 1982)
that women experience as less comfortable than when the
suggestion is absent. An important direction for future
research is to consider the consequences of this chilly cli-
mate for both short-term disengagement from the instruc-
tion setting and long-term disidentification from the

7 We continue to address the question of mediation in our ongoing re-
search. To date, this research provides no evidence that the suggestion of
sexism has any effect on such plausible mediators of women’s performance
decrements as decreased confidence, lowered performance expectations, or
other self-beliefs. The research has provided some evidence that the sug-
gestion of sexism does increase such plausible mediators as test anxiety,
evaluation apprehension, and self-reports of effort withdrawal. However,
it has provided no evidence that increases in these potential mediators are
reliably associated with decreases in women’s test performance.
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instruction domain. One can hypothesize that the negative
consequences of the suggestion will differ for men and
women as a function of local and systemic forms of iden-
tity threat. For women, the pervasive reach of systemic
threat may promote disengagement, disidentification, or
something akin to learned helplessness in response to the
suggestion of sexism. The same harmful consequences
may not extend to men, for whom the parallel suggestion
about sexism of a female instructor may trigger not only a
more limited threat, but also symbolic resources (associ-
ated with systemic advantage) that afford men greater
confidence, agency, or motivation in response to this
threat.

Evaluations of instructor competence: Implications for the
student—instructor relationship

Likewise, the present research extends the focus of inves-
tigation beyond performance to impressions of instructor
competence. The meta-analysis indicated that, across stud-
ies, women who were exposed to the suggestion of sexism
rated the instructor to be less competent than did women
who were not exposed to the suggestion. Although this pat-
tern may be a result of biased perception (i.., perceiving
equally competent performance as less competent), it may
also reflect a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby the suggestion
of sexism, mediated through women’s responses, actually
led the instructor to perform less competently.

The possibility has important implications for interpre-
tation of results. First, this possibility qualifies claims about
the absence of discrimination from the present paradigm.
Because the suggestion of sexism may trigger a self-fulfill-
ing prophecy that elicits substandard treatment from the
instructor, it is inappropriate to claim that the negative
consequences of the suggestion happen in the absence of
discrimination. Instead, we emphasize that any differential
treatment that does result is itself a product of the sugges-
tion that happens regardless of any predisposition for dis-
crimination on the part of the instructor. Second, this
possibility suggests yet another potential mediator of
women’s performance decrements. Women who are
exposed to the suggestion of sexism may perform worse on
the logic test, not because the suggestion damages their test-
taking psyche, but instead because they receive less compe-
tent instruction from the male instructor.

Implications of the target’s perspective for conceptions of
discrimination

One of the most important insights to emerge from a
growing body of research “from the target’s perspective”
(e.g., Oyserman & Swim, 2001) is that the detrimental con-
sequences of systemic devaluation are not limited to direct
acts of differential treatment by biased perpetrators (see
Brown et al., 2003). Instead, the historical legacy of sys-
temic devaluation constitutes a form of social identity
threat that can be sufficient to cause harm, even in the
absence of differential treatment. To distinguish these
harmful outcomes from prevailing conceptions of discrimi-

nation (as differential treatment), we refer to them as “indi-
rect” consequences of systemic oppression.

To illuminate the experience of potential targets, we con-
ducted extensive debriefing interviews with participants.
Although one must interpret these interviews with caution,
we discuss them briefly to illustrate the indirect consequences
of systemic oppression. When asked if there was anything
unusual about the study, many women in the suggestion con-
dition spontaneously mentioned the other student’s remark
that the instructor seemed sexist. However, almost all women
emphasized that they did not allow themselves to be swayed
by this remark; instead, they claimed to examine the instruc-
tor’s behavior and to conclude on this basis that the accusa-
tion was unwarranted. Similarly, almost all women denied
that this remark had any harmful effect on their outcomes. In
fact, many women added that, if they had suspected sexism,
they would have tried harder in an attempt to prove the
instructor wrong. These comments assume an ironic quality
when compared with measures taken during the experiment,
which show that these women’s experience, test performance,
and impressions of the instructor would have been better if
the suggestion were absent.

In the absence of differential treatment as a ready expla-
nation, it is likely that women (and other observers) inter-
pret their outcomes as a reflection of their dispositions—
perhaps low ability, disinterest, or cold demeanor—rather
than consequences of a situation tainted by the suggestion
of sexism. In contrast, the idea of social identity threat
reflects an attempt to extend conceptions of discrimination
to incorporate these harmful consequences and correctly
locate their ultimate source in systemic oppression. By
emphasizing relatively indirect manifestations of systematic
oppression, we do not mean to downplay the continued rel-
evance of the direct, discriminatory treatment that women
face on an everyday basis in situations outside the labora-
tory. Instead, we take this background differential treat-
ment as a baseline and investigate the additional negative
outcomes—beyond any structural disadvantage or instruc-
tor prejudices—that accrue to women as the result of a
passing suggestion of sexism.
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