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Explicit and implicit beliefs about
discrimination on the basis of sex
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Introduction: Worldwide, discrimination against women remains pervasive,
affecting women's rights, resources, and opportunities. Research indicates that
people generally recognize that women experience discrimination. A limitation
of current research on beliefs about discrimination against women is that it
has predominantly relied on explicit measures, which are susceptible to social
desirability biases. To date, only one study has employed both implicit and explicit
measures to assess beliefs about discrimination on the basis of sex. This study
found that women were more strongly associated with discrimination than men
on both types of measures, and that these measures were positively correlated.
Building on this prior research, the current study examined sociodemographic
and ideological predictors of implicit and explicit beliefs about sex-based
discrimination. In addition, drawing on ambivalent sexism theory, it investigated
whether different forms of sexism—hostile, benevolent, and shift sexism—
function as mechanisms linking these predictors to such beliefs.

Methods: Participants (N = 290; 50% female) were recruited via Project Implicit.
They completed implicit (i.e., the Target/Perpetrator Brief-Implicit Association
Test) and explicit measures of discrimination beliefs; measures of hostile,
benevolent, and shift sexism, social-dominance orientation, religiosity, and
political affiliation; and a demographic questionnaire.

Results: Women were associated with being targets of discrimination in both
explicit and implicit measures; this association, however, was weaker in implicit
measures. The sociodemographic and ideological factors predicted implicit and
explicit beliefs with this relationship being mediated by the endorsement of
sexism. Individuals who were male, religious, politically conservative, or high
in social dominance orientation reported greater levels of both hostile and
benevolent sexism. Hostile sexism, in turn, predicted weaker implicit and explicit
beliefs about women being discriminated against. In contrast, benevolent sexism
was associated with stronger explicit—but not implicit—beliefs that women face
discrimination.

Discussion: These findings highlight the value of using both explicit and implicit
measures when studying beliefs about discrimination on the basis of sex and their
social and ideological correlates.

KEYWORDS

implicit measures, discrimination based on sex, discrimination beliefs, sexism,
ambivalent sexism theory, sociodemographic (SD) factors, social-dominance
orientation, explicit measures
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1 Introduction

Discrimination refers to unequal or unfair treatment that
can result in reduced or denied access to rights, resources, and
opportunities (Ryan and Branscombe, 2013). It can occur based
on a variety of individual characteristics and/or group membership
(Allport, 1954; Dovidio and Gaertner, 2004). Discrimination
against women on the basis of sex' is the most pervasive
form of discrimination (UN Women, 2023). Worldwide, women
experience the highest frequency and severity of discrimination,
de jure and de facto, and across public and private life domains
(Amnesty International, 2025; UN Women, 2025). In public
domains, women encounter discrimination, for example, in
the employment sphere (Parker and Funk, 2017). Forms of
employment discrimination against women include restricted
access to paid work, lower compensation, worse work conditions,
greater job insecurity, and more limited access to pension
entitlements or benefits, relative to men (Ortiz-Ospina et al,
2019). In private domains, formal and informal discrimination
emerges, for example, in issues related to sexuality, reproduction,
and family rights, where women often face restricted capacity for
self-determination, agency and unequal treatment (Canetto, 2018;
United Nations Development Programme, 2020).

In an era marked by claims of “reverse discrimination” and
resistance to interrogating and addressing structural inequalities
(Anderson, 2018; Liotzis, 2025; Napier et al., 2020; Russen et al.,
2025; Okuyan and Vollhardt, 2022), it is especially important
to examine how individuals perceive discrimination on the basis
of sex. Recent public discourse has seen a backlash against
initiatives aimed at addressing systemic inequalities, with policies
like affirmative action and broader diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI) efforts being viewed as discriminatory (Aguinis et al., 2025;
Guynn, 2023; Ellis, 2025; Ng et al., 2025). A narrative is that social
equity efforts are an unjust challenge to earned status (Isom et al.,
2021; Okuyan and Vollhardt, 2022; Zehnter and Nater, 2025). In
this context, investigating beliefs about discrimination on the basis
of sex is both timely and urgent.

The purpose of the present study is to examine beliefs about
discrimination on the basis of sex, defined as perceptions of
whether women or men are more likely to be viewed as targets
of discrimination. Past research has documented that such beliefs
can exist at both explicit and implicit levels (Marini et al., 2021,
2023; Reisner et al., 2025); however, little is known about their
predictors or underlying mechanisms. Drawing on previous studies
on explicit sex-based discrimination beliefs (Bareket and Fiske,
2023; Barreto and Doyle, 2023; Christopher and Mull, 2006; Duckitt
and Sibley, 2010; Fitzpatrick Bettencourt et al., 2011; Glick and
Fiske, 2001; Ruthig et al., 2017; Van Assche et al., 2019; Zehnter
et al,, 2021), this study investigated key sociodemographic and
ideological predictors of implicit and explicit beliefs about sex-
based discrimination. In addition, drawing on ambivalent sexism

1 Inthis article, we use the term "discrimination on the basis of sex” to refer
to discrimination directed toward individuals based on their biological sex, in
line with prior research on this topic. Specifically, throughout this article, we
use the terms women and females to refer to female individuals, and men

and males to refer to male individuals.
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theory (Glick and Fiske, 1996), it investigated whether different
forms of sexism—hostile, benevolent, and shift sexism—function
as mechanisms linking these predictors to such beliefs.

1.1 Beliefs about discrimination on the
basis of sex

Studies on beliefs about discrimination have shown that
most people recognize that women are the targets of substantial
discrimination (Blodorn et al., 2011; Cameron, 2001; Evans and
Herr, 1994; Inman and Baron, 1996; Kehn and Ruthig, 2013;
Kobrynowicz and Branscombe, 1997; Lee et al., 2022; Wilkins
et al., 2015). For example, research found that women and
men gave similarly high endorsement to the view that women
are discriminated against (Kobrynowicz and Branscombe, 1997;
Bosson et al, 2012; Kehn and Ruthig, 2013; Nadeem, 2025).
Higher feminism scores, along with depression in women and low
self-esteem in men, also predicted this belief (Kobrynowicz and
Branscombe, 1997). Moreover, research indicates that endorsement
of the view that women are discriminated against varies depending
on the time frame (e.g., currently vs. in the past) that respondents
are asked to focus on, with lower endorsement that women are
discriminated against when respondents are asked to focus on
recent times (Bosson et al., 2012; Cassino, 2017; Kehn and Ruthig,
2013; Lee et al., 2022; Off et al., 2022; Wilkins et al., 2015).

A limitation of past studies on beliefs about discrimination
on the basis of sex is that they predominantly relied on explicit
measures, such as self-reports. Explicit measures may influence
estimates of beliefs in women being discriminated against due to
the potential social desirability of those beliefs—a likely situation in
social-sciences (Dovidio and Gaertner, 2004; Dovidio et al., 2001;
Gawronski and Hahn, 2018; Krumpal, 2013; Krumpal and Voss,
2020).

A way to address the limitations of explicit measures is to use
implicit measures. Unlike explicit measures, implicit measures (e.g.,
the Implicit Association Test, IAT; Greenwald et al., 1998) infer
mental contents through performance indicators of association-
strength (e.g., response latency and errors). The implicit-measure
approach is believed to reduce social desirability effects by limiting
participants’ control over their responses (Greenwald and Banaji,
1995).

Research showed that there is not always a correspondence
between explicit and implicit beliefs, especially beliefs about socially
sensitive topics (Dovidio and Fazio, 1992; Fazio, 1990). This
phenomenon is believed to reflect the dual nature of human
cognition (Devine, 1989). On the one hand, explicit cognition
involves controlled and deliberate processes that require mental
effort and are generally under individual control. These are thought
to align with socially shared norms and cultural standards (Heine
et al, 2008; Peng et al, 1997). On the other hand, implicit
cognition relies on automatic processes that operate outside of
intentional control and that are believed to be shaped by long-
term socialization experiences (DeHart et al., 2009; Dovidio et al.,
2001; Fazio and Towles-Schwen, 1999; Greenwald and Banaji, 1995;
Kahneman and Frederick, 2005). Since these two systems may
respond to different cues and operate under distinct constraints,
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discrepancies between implicit and explicit beliefs can emerge
(Nosek, 2007).

Evidence of a divergence in explicit and implicit beliefs has
emerged from studies on negative beliefs and attitudes toward
women (Latu et al,, 2011; Rudman and Kilianski, 2010), Black
people (Dovidio et al., 2002; Marini et al., 2021, 2023), older
adults (Nosek et al., 2002), people with disabilities (Dovidio et al.,
2011), and people who are overweight (Marini, 2017; Marini
et al.,, 2013). For instance, a study found that women exhibited
less explicit negative attitudes toward female authority than men
though women and men showed similar implicit negative attitudes
toward female authority (Rudman and Kilianski, 2010). In another
study, men were less likely than women to associate women with
managerial success in implicit measures than in explicit measures
(Latu et al., 2011). Similarly, a U.S. study found that White people
endorsed the belief that people of color are discriminated when
asked via explicit measures but not when the same belief was
assessed via implicit measures (Marini et al., 2021, 2023).

To date, only one study has examined both implicit and
explicit beliefs about discrimination on the basis of sex (Marini
et al., 2021). This study employed a novel brief version of the
IAT—the Target/Perpetrator B-IAT—specifically designed to assess
whether women or men are perceived as the primary targets of
discrimination. The results showed that, on both explicit and
implicit measures, women were more strongly associated with
discrimination than men, and that these measures were positively
related, suggesting a degree of convergence. This implicit-explicit
measures alignment in views of women contrasted with findings
for beliefs about discrimination on the basis of other dimensions
(e.g., discrimination based on race or body weight), where implicit
and explicit measures diverged (Marini et al., 2021). Marini
et al’s study (Marini et al, 2021) provides evidence that the
Target/Perpetrator B-IAT is a valuable tool for assessing various
beliefs about discrimination at the implicit level. It also highlights
that implicit and explicit measures can yield similar or different
results depending on the kind of discrimination being assessed,
underscoring the importance of using both approaches in research
on beliefs about discrimination.

However, although the findings from Marini et al. (2021)
are promising, they did not clarify for whom or why people
hold implicit and explicit beliefs about sex-based discrimination.
To address this gap and understand the key predictors and
mechanisms leading to implicit and explicit beliefs about sex-
based discrimination, we leverage ambivalent sexism theory (Glick
and Fiske, 1996; Bareket and Fiske, 2023). Ambivalent sexism
theory posits that sexism operates in seemingly opposite yet
complementary ways: hostile sexism reflects overt antagonism
toward women who challenge male dominance and traditional
gender norms, whereas benevolent sexism reflects paternalistic and
seemingly positive stances that idealize women as fragile and in
need of men’s protection (Glick and Fiske, 1996; Bareket and Fiske,
2023). More recently, a new form of shift sexism (Zehnter et al.,
2021) has been proposed. Although not originally included in the
ambivalent sexism theory, shift sexism can be seen as adjacent to
hostile sexism, as it reflects a form of antagonism in which women
are no longer perceived as disadvantaged and men are viewed as the
new victims of discrimination (Zehnter et al., 2021).
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Hostile sexism has been found to predict negative stereotypes
of women (e.g., women as manipulative), negative evaluations
toward women who do not conform to conventional expectations
of femininity, denial of female and male inequality, opposition to
female-male equality initiatives, and normalization of male violence
against women (Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Beauregard and Sheppard,
2021; Chapleau et al., 2007; Chen and Farhart, 2020; Durén et al,,
2010; Eagly and Carli, 2007; Gothreau et al., 2022). By contrast,
benevolent sexism has been linked to support for initiatives aimed
at protecting women who experienced victimization, such as the
#MeToo movement (Beauregard and Sheppard, 2021; Chen and
Farhart, 2020; Eagly and Carli, 2007; Gothreau et al., 2022). It is
also associated with less negative views of older adults and sexual
minorities (Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Barreto and Doyle, 2023). Shift
sexism has been associated with a stronger belief, among women,
of limited career opportunities and likelihood of success (Morando
etal., 2023).

Hostile, benevolent, and shift sexism may help explain
people’s beliefs about sex-based discrimination. It is plausible that
individuals may reject the idea that women face discrimination
while also endorsing the notion that women are vulnerable to
discrimination. Hostile and shift sexism—the first through overt
antagonism toward women and the latter via narratives of men
as victims—may contribute to the minimization of women’s
discrimination. By contrast, benevolent sexism may be associated
with perceptions of women as victims of discrimination, but for
paternalistic reasons, because sexism is about seeing women as
weak and fragile.

In addition, previous work has also showed that several
demographic and ideological factors predict sexism as well as
beliefs and behaviors related to sex-based discrimination. These
demographic and ideological factors include sex, age, education,
religiosity, political orientation, and support for social dominance
orientation (Bosson et al., 2012; Cameron, 2001; Kehn and Ruthig,
2013; Kobrynowicz and Branscombe, 1997; Lee et al., 2022; Wilkins
et al,, 2015). For example, being male, older, less educated, more
religious, politically conservative, and more approving of social
hierarchies are associated with higher endorsement of sexism
(Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Christopher and Mull, 2006; Duckitt and
Sibley, 2010; Fitzpatrick Bettencourt et al., 2011; Glick and Fiske,
2001; Ruthig et al., 2017; Van Assche et al., 2019). Similarly, these
same factors have also been found to directly influence beliefs about
sex-based discrimination (Boeckmann and Feather, 2007; Bosson
et al,, 2012; Cameron, 2001; Kehn and Ruthig, 2013; Kobrynowicz
and Branscombe, 1997; Lee et al., 2022; Wilkins et al., 2015).

2 The current study

Building on this theoretical and empirical foundation, the
current study investigated beliefs about sex-based discrimination,
using both explicit (direct) and implicit (indirect) measures.
Explicit beliefs were measured through self-reported questions
while implicit beliefs were assessed using the Target/Perpetrator
B-IAT (Target/Perpetrator Brief-Implicit Association Test; Marini
et al, 2021, 2023), an instrument recently designed to quickly
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assess beliefs about discrimination against various social categories,
including sex-based discrimination (Marini et al., 2021).

The first aim of the study was to replicate the findings of Marini
et al. (2021), the only study to date to examine both implicit and
explicit beliefs about whether women or men are more likely to be
targets of discrimination. Based on Marini et al.’s (2021) results,
we hypothesized that women would be more strongly associated
with discrimination than men in both the explicit and implicit
measures (H1I), and that the two measures would show a positive
correlation (H2).

The second aim was to extend this previous research by
examining a range of sociodemographic variables (e.g., sex, age,
and education) and ideological factors (i.e., religiosity, political
orientation and social dominance orientation) of implicit and
explicit beliefs about sex-based discrimination.

The third aim of the study was to investigate whether different
forms of sexism (i.e., hostile, benevolent, and shift sexism) serve as
mechanisms linking these predictors to such beliefs.

Drawing on previous research employing explicit measures
(Bosson et al., 2012; Cameron, 2001; Kehn and Ruthig, 2013;
Kobrynowicz and Branscombe, 1997; Lee et al., 2022; Wilkins
et al., 2015), which has found that beliefs about sex-based
discrimination differ depending on the respondents’ demographic
characteristics and their ideological position, we expected that
individuals who are male, less educated, more religious, or more
politically conservative, would be less likely to associate women
with discrimination, both explicitly and implicitly (H3).

Based on research showing that sociodemographic and
ideological characteristics reliably predict sexism (Bosson et al.,
2012; Cameron, 2001; Kehn and Ruthig, 2013; Kobrynowicz and
Branscombe, 1997; Lee et al., 2022; Wilkins et al., 2015), and that
sexism is linked to biased perceptions and denial that women are
discriminated against (Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Beauregard and
Sheppard, 2021; Chen and Farhart, 2020; Glick and Fiske, 1996;
Gothreau et al., 2022; Ruthig et al., 2017), we hypothesized that
the relationships between individual characteristics and explicit and
implicit beliefs about sex-based discrimination would be mediated
by endorsement of sexism. Specifically, we expected that higher
levels of hostile sexism would be negatively associated with the
belief that women are the primary targets of discrimination (H4;
Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Barreto and Doyle, 2023; Glick and
Fiske, 2001; Ruthig et al., 2017; Van Assche et al., 2019), and
that benevolent sexism would be positively associated with the
belief that women are the most discriminated against (H5). Finally,
we anticipated that shift sexism (Zehnter et al., 2021) would be
positively associated with the belief that men, rather than women,
are now the primary victims of sex-based discrimination—or at
least with the belief that men and women experience discrimination
equally (H6). Shift sexism is a relatively new construct. Therefore,
the empirical support for this hypothesis remains limited.

To test these hypotheses, we constructed a path model in which
sociodemographic and ideological variables were hypothesized
to predict both implicit and explicit beliefs about sex-based
discrimination—directly and indirectly through the three forms
of sexism.

While we expected similar results and directional patterns for
both explicit and implicit beliefs, we are aware that implicit beliefs
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are less influenced by intentional processes (Greenwald and Banaji,
1995). Thus, we anticipated that associations involving implicit
beliefs may differ from those involving explicit beliefs.

3 Materials and methods
3.1 Participants

A total of 321 U.S.-based participants were recruited online
between May and July 2022 via the Project Implicit website (https://
implicitharvard.edu). They were volunteer visitors to the site. No
advertisements were used for recruitment. Participants accessed
Project Implicit reportedly for personal interest, to have the
opportunity to participate in research, and to receive educational
feedback on a variety of social attitudes and beliefs.

Of the 321 participants initially enrolled, 290 completed at
least one of the studys measures, resulting in an attrition rate
of 9.7%. To assess whether our sample size had sufficient power
to detect statistically significant implicit and explicit scores that
differ from zero—representing neutrality, i.e., no specific belief
about whether women or men are more likely to be perceived as
targets of discrimination—we conducted a post-hoc power analysis.
Following methodologies used in prior research employing both
implicit and explicit measures (Marini et al., 2021, 2023; Siegel
et al,, 2011), we used one-sample t-tests against zero, assuming an
effect size of Cohen’s d = 0.25 and a significance level of a = 0.05.
This analysis indicated that our sample size provided over 99%
power to detect scores significantly different from zero (G*Power
3; Faul et al., 2007). Regarding the path analysis, we ensured
our sample size met established recommendations for structural
equation modeling. Specifically, we followed guidelines suggesting
a minimum of 200 participants (Boomsma, 1982, 1985), at least
10 participants per estimated variable (Nunnally, 1967; Kline,
2016), and a minimum ratio of 5 cases per estimated parameter
(Bentler and Chou, 1987). Our sample size exceeds all of these
criteria. Participants (50% females) ranged in age between 18 and
77 (M = 39.7; SD = 14.2); 61.8% identified as White, followed by
Latinx American (11.4%), Asian American (10.3%), and African
American/Black (9.7%); 72% had an undergraduate or higher
degree; 45.6% identified as liberals, 29.3% were politically neutral,
and 25% reported being politically conservative; 51.4% described
themselves as somewhat or moderately religious, and 12.8% as very
religious. A full description of the sample’s sociodemographic is
provided in Supplementary Table S1.

3.2 Measures

3.2.1 Implicit beliefs about discrimination

Implicit beliefs were measured via the Target/Perpetrator B-IAT
(Marini et al., 2021, 2023). The Target/Perpetrator B-IAT is a new
version of the Brief IAT (B-IAT; Sriram and Greenwald, 2009). This
version was developed to quickly assess discrimination beliefs based
on different social categories (e.g., ethnicity, sex, sexual orientation,
age, and weight) (Marini et al., 2021, 2023). The Target/Perpetrator
B-IAT infers discrimination beliefs by measuring individuals’
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response latencies and errors in categorizing stimuli related to two
social categories (e.g., Females and Males, Black people and White
people) and two evaluative attributes, Target of Discrimination
and Perpetrator of Discrimination. Categories and attributes that
are strongly associated show faster latencies and fewer errors
when they are categorized together than when they are not
(Sriram and Greenwald, 2009). In the present study, we employed
the Target/Perpetrator B-IAT developed to assess beliefs about
discrimination on the basis of sex (Marini et al., 2021), that
is, the association between the two categories Female and Male
and the two attributes Target of Discrimination and Perpetrator
of Discrimination.

The Target/Perpetrator B-IAT followed the task procedure
described by Sriram and Greenwald (2009) for the standard B-IAT.
It included four blocks of 20 trials each. In each block, participants
were presented with stimuli belonging to two categories, Female
(e.g., “Women,” “She”) and Male (e.g., “Men,” “He”), and two
attributes, Target of Discrimination (e.g., “victim,” “oppressed”)

» <«

and Perpetrator of Discrimination (e.g., “perpetrator,” “abuser”).
Stimuli used in the Target/Perpetrator B-IAT are presented in
Supplementary Table S2. Stimuli appeared one at a time in the
middle of the screen. Participants were instructed to focus on
one category and one attribute (i.e., focal categories) and press a
response key (e.g., the “I” key) if the stimulus belonged to the focal
category or another response key (e.g., the “E” key) if it did not.
When participants made an error, a red “X” popped up on the
screen until a correct response was given.

The attribute Target of Discrimination was presented in all
the blocks as a focal category while the categories Female and
Male were alternated. If in a block participants focused on the
categories Female and Target of Discrimination (Female+Target of
Discrimination condition), in the subsequent block they focused
on the categories Male and Target of Discrimination (Male+Target
of Discrimination condition). Each condition appeared twice. The
order of presentation of the two conditions was counterbalanced
across participants.

The Target/Perpetrator B-IAT was preceded by two practice-
blocks (20 trials each) in which participants practiced sorting
the names of flowers and insects and words with positive and
negative valence. In one block, the focal categories were flowers
and good while in the other block the categories were insects and
bad. Practice blocks were presented in a counterbalanced between-
participant order (Marini et al., 2021, 2023).

Scores were computed using the B-IAT algorithm, as
recommended by Nosek et al. (2014). We divided the difference
between mean latencies of the two conditions (i.e., Female+Target
of Discrimination and Male+Target of Discrimination) by
their inclusive standard deviation. In this analysis, we removed
latencies of the first four trials in each block, and those greater
than 10,000 ms. In addition, we recoded latencies lower than
400ms to 400ms and those greater than 2,000 ms to 2,000 ms.
Sessions with latencies faster than 300 ms for more than 10% of
the trials were removed (4.5%) because these fast latencies indicate
careless participation. Implicit scores could range from —2 to
+2, with zero indicating neutrality (i.e., no implicit association
between the attributes and categories). Positive scores indicate the
implicit belief that women are the primary target of discrimination
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(i.e., Female+Target of Discrimination/Male+Perpetrator of
Discrimination associations) while negative scores indicate the
implicit belief that men are the primary target of discrimination
(i.e., Male+Target of Discrimination/Female+Perpetrator of
Discrimination associations). The internal consistency of the
Target/Perpetrator B-IAT was good (split-half reliability = 0.80;
De Houwer and De Bruycker, 2007).

3.2.2 Explicit beliefs about discrimination

Explicit discrimination beliefs were measured via two
items that assess via self-report the associations between the
categories and attributes also used in the implicit measure
(Marini and Banaji, 2022). Participants rated how strongly
they associated each attribute (i.e., Target of Discrimination or
Perpetrator of Discrimination) with the categories Female and
Male (i.e., “How strongly do you associate the concept Target
of Discrimination with Female and Male?”, “How strongly do
you associate the concept Perpetrator of Discrimination with
Female and Male?”) on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly
with Female”) to 7 (“Strongly with Male”). Responses to the
two questions were recoded from +3 to —3 and then averaged
to obtain a single score. Positive scores indicate the explicit
belief that women are the primary target of discrimination
(i.e., Female+Target of Discrimination/Male+Perpetrator of
Discrimination associations) while negative scores indicate the
explicit belief that men are the primary target of discrimination
(i.e., Male+Target of Discrimination/Female+Perpetrator of
Discrimination associations). Explicit items are available in
Supplementary Table S2. The correlation between the two items
was r = 0.46, p < 0.001.

3.2.3 Ambivalent sexism inventory

Hostile and benevolent sexism were assessed using the short
version of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick and
Whitehead, 2010). The ASI short version consists of 12 items: 6
items measure hostile sexism (e.g., “Women seek to gain power
by getting control over men”; Cronbachs oo = 0.87) and 6 items
measure benevolent sexism (e.g., “Women should be cherished and
protected by men”; Cronbach’s o = 0.81). Participants indicated
their agreement or disagreement on a 6-point scale ranging from
0 (“T strongly disagree”) to 5 (“I strongly agree”). Hostile and
benevolent sexism scores were computed by averaging responses
for each scale. Higher scores reflect greater levels of hostile and
benevolent sexism.

3.2.4 Belief in shift sexism

The Belief in Shift Sexism (BSS; Zehnter et al., 2021) scale was
used to measure the belief that men are more discriminated against
than women. This scale has 15 items: three items evaluate the belief
in an increase of discrimination against men (e.g., “In the U.S,,
discrimination against men is on the rise”), ten items assess the
idea that society and feminism are responsible for the presumed
increase in discrimination against men (e.g., “Feminism is about
favoring women over men”), and two items are about the idea
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that women’s having equal rights, status, and resources requires
taking away men’s rights (e.g., “Giving women more rights often
require taking away men’s rights”). The BSS items were presented
in a randomized order. The participants were asked to report
their agreement or disagreement with each item on a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 (“I strongly disagree”) to 7 (“I strongly agree”).
Scores were computed by averaging the responses. Three of the
15 items (i.e., items 2, 9, and 14) were reverse-coded. Higher
scores indicate stronger beliefs that men are the primary target
of sexism. The internal consistency of the BSS was high, with a
Cronbach’s a of 0.90.

3.2.5 Social dominance orientation

The Social Dominance Orientation (SDO; Pratto et al., 2013)
scale, short version, was used to evaluate the belief that some
social groups are superior to others, and the belief that superior
groups should have more power and privilege in society. The
SDO short-form includes 4 items: two are about support for
social dominance by some groups (i.e, “We should not push
for group equality” and “Superior groups should dominate
inferior groups”), and two are about support for social equality
(i.e, “In setting priorities, we must consider all groups” and
“Group equality should be our ideal”; reverse-coded items).
Responses options range from 1 (“Extremely oppose”) to 10
(“Extremely favor”). Scores were computed by averaging responses.
Higher scores indicate a greater social-dominance orientation.
All the explicit scales are available in Supplementary Table S3.
Cronbach’s alpha for the SDO scale was 0.60, consistent with
the internal reliability reported in the original validation study
by Pratto et al. (2013).

3.2.6 Demographic, political orientation, and
religiosity measures

Participants were asked to report their sociodemographic
characteristics, including their age, sex, education as well
religiosity
was evaluated on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (“Not

as  their and political orientation. Religiosity
religious”) to 3 (“Strongly religious”). Political orientation
was measured via a scale ranging from 3 (“Strongly liberal”)
to —3 (“Strongly The

religiosity, and political orientation data are reported in

conservative”). sociodemographic,

Supplementary Table S4.

3.3 Procedure

After reading the consent form, and agreeing to participate
in the study, respondents completed the following measures:
the Target/Perpetrator B-IAT (Marini et al, 2021, 2023)
and self-reported items assessing implicit and explicit
beliefs about discrimination on the basis of sex. The other
measures, which were randomly presented, were completed
took 15-20min.  The
study’s protocol was approved by an institutional review

board (11/01.04.2022).

next. Participation approximately
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3.4 Data analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among variables
were computed. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to
evaluate the relationships between variables. One-sample ¢-tests
were used to determine whether the implicit and explicit
discrimination beliefs scores were significantly different from
zero. Cohen’s d was calculated to evaluate the effect size of the
scores for implicit and explicit discrimination beliefs. Additionally,
z-tests were conducted to compare the effect sizes of implicit and
explicit discrimination belief scores. Data were analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 26.0).

To test our model, a path analysis was conducted using the
software R-Studio and Lavaan’s package (Rosseel, 2012). The model
included participants’ sex, age, education, religiosity, political
orientation, and social-dominance orientation as predictors; sexist
ideologies (i.e., hostile sexism, benevolent sexism, and beliefs in
sexism shift) as mediators; and implicit and explicit discrimination
beliefs as outcomes. Effects-significance was tested by applying a
bootstrapping analysis with 5,000 resamples and a 95% confidence
interval (CI) (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). The model-goodness was
evaluated using the following fit-indices: the chi-square test (%2),
the comparative-fit index (CFI), the root mean-square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root-mean-square
residual (SRMR). A model with a non-significant x2, a CFI value
greater than 0.90, and a RMSEA and SRMR value lower than
0.08 was considered an acceptable fit to the data (Kline, 2005;
Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007).

4 Results

4.1 Implicit and explicit discrimination
beliefs

Women were viewed as the primary target of discrimination
both when the belief was measured implicitly (M = 0.23, SD
= 0.36, Cohen’s d = 0.64, t(50) = 10.659, p < 0.001, 95% C.I.
[0.18, 0.27]) and when the belief was measured explicitly (M =
1.04, SD = 1.10, Cohen’s d = 0.95, t(4) = 14.772, p < 0.001,
95% C.I. [0.90, 1.18]). However, the effect-size for implicit beliefs
(Cohen’s d = 0.64) was smaller than the effect-size for explicit
beliefs (Cohen’s d = 0.95; z = —3.20, p < 0.01), suggesting
a weaker belief, at the implicit-measure level, in women being
discriminated against. The implicit and explicit measures were
positively correlated (r = 0.18, p < 0.01) indicating that participants
who held stronger implicit discrimination beliefs also had stronger
explicit discrimination beliefs.

4.2 Sexism

Participants endorsed low levels of hostile (M = 1.19, SD =
1.05), benevolent (M = 1.93, SD = 1.17), and shift sexism (M =
2.80, SD = 1.10). The three forms of sexism were correlated. Hostile
and benevolent sexism showed positive correlations (r = 0.50, p
< 0.01) indicating that participants who more strongly endorsed
hostile sexism also more strongly agreed with benevolent sexism.
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Similarly, shift sexism showed positive correlations with hostile (r
= 0.69, p < 0.01) and benevolent sexism (r = 0.41, p < 0.01),
indicating that participants who expressed stronger beliefs in shift
sexism also showed higher levels of hostile and benevolent sexism.

4.3 Social dominance orientation

This study’s participants expressed low endorsement of social-
dominance orientation (M = 2.42, SD = 1.47).

4.4 Correlations among measures

Correlations among scores on the various measures and
participants’ demographic data are displayed in Table 1.

Implicit beliefs in women being the target of discrimination
were negatively correlated with sex (coded as 1 = female, 2 = male;
r = —0.23, p < 0.01) and hostile sexism (r = —0.18, p < 0.01).
Implicit beliefs in women as the primary target of discrimination
were positively associated with participants’ older age (r = 0.17,
p < 0.01), higher education-level (r = 0.15, p < 0.05), and liberal
political orientation (r = 0.26, p < 0.01).

Explicit beliefs in women as the primary target of
discrimination were negatively correlated with hostile (r =
—0.28, p < 0.01), shift sexism (r = —0.26, p < 0.01), and social-
dominance orientation (r = —0.15, p < 0.05). Explicit beliefs in
women as the primary target of discrimination were positively
associated with participants’ higher education-level (r = 0.16, p <
0.05) and liberal political orientation (r = 0.23, p < 0.01).

10.3389/frsps.2025.1593847

4.5 Predicting implicit and explicit
discrimination beliefs

The model (Figure 1) revealed good fit indices, X(zl) = 2.32,
p < 0.05, CFI = 0.99, SRMR = 0.01, RMSEA = 0.07, 90% CI (0.00,
0.19). Estimated effects are reported in Supplementary Table S5.

4.5.1 Direct effects

Significant direct effects of predictors and mediators on the
outcome variables were found. Sex (b = —0.15, p < 0.001, 95% CI
[—0.066, —0.234]), age (b = 0.003, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.001, 0.006]),
political orientation (b = 0.05, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.019, 0.075]),
and hostile sexism (b = —0.10, p < 0.05, 95% CI [—0.129, —0.007])
predicted implicit discrimination beliefs. Specifically, stronger
implicit beliefs in women being most discriminated against were
more likely to be observed among participants who were female,
older, politically liberal, or lower in hostile sexism. Similarly,
hostile sexism (b = —0.28, p < 0.01, 95% CI [—0.472, —0.112])
predicted explicit discrimination beliefs, such that participants who
were lower in hostile sexism reported stronger explicit beliefs
that women are most discriminated against. In addition, a direct
effect on explicit discrimination beliefs emerged for benevolent
sexism (b = 0.26, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.112, 0.406]). Stronger
explicit discrimination beliefs were associated with higher levels of
benevolent sexism.

Additional statistically-significant direct effects were found
between predictors and mediators. Participants’ sex, political
orientation, religiosity, and social dominance predicted hostile
sexism (sex: b = 0.27, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.485, 0.046]; political

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study’s variables.

1. Implicit 290 0.23 0.36 1.00 0.18** —0.18** —0.09 —0.10 0.00 0.17** —0.23** 0.13* 0.26** —0.07
discrimination

beliefs

2. Explicit 243 1.04 1.10 1.00 —0.28"* 0.03 —0.26"* —0.15* —0.03 —0.12 0.17** 0.23** —0.02
discrimination

beliefs

3. Hostile sexism 272 1.19 1.05 1.00 0.50** 0.69** 0.32** 0.01 0.13* —0.20** —0.38"* 0.25**
4. Benevolent sexism 272 1.93 1.17 1.00 0.41** 0.14* 0.03 0.14* —0.13* —0.37** 0.34**
5. Shift sexism 269 2.80 1.10 1.00 0.37** 0.08 0.20** —0.16** —0.43** 0.29**
6. Social dominance 273 2.42 1.47 1.00 0.12 —0.07 0.02 —0.10 0.07
orientation

7. Age (years) 290 39.7 14.2 1.00 —0.01 0.27** —0.06 0.14*
8. Sex 290 - - 1.00 0.01 —0.14* 0.00
9. Education 290 - - 1.00 0.17** 0.03
10. Political 287 - - 1.00 —0.42**
orientation

11. Religiosity 288 | - - 1.00

Implicit discrimination beliefs scores range from —2 to +-2. Positive scores indicate stronger beliefs that women are the primary targets of discrimination, while negative scores suggest stronger
beliefs that men are the primary targets. Explicit discrimination beliefs range from —3 to 4-3. Positive scores reflect beliefs that women are the primary targets, while negative scores reflect

beliefs that men are the primary targets. Hostile sexism and benevolent sexism scores range from 0 to 5, with higher scores indicating stronger sexist attitudes. Shift sexism scores range from 1
to 7, with higher scores indicating stronger beliefs in shift sexism. Social dominance orientation scores range from 1 to 10, with higher scores indicating greater support for social dominance.
Demographic variables include age, sex (1 = female, 2 = male), education (1 = elementary school to 10 = PhD), political orientation (—3 = strongly conservative to +3 = strongly liberal), and

religiosity (0 = not religious to 3 = strongly religious). *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 1
Sociodemographic and ideological factors predicted implicit and explicit discrimination beliefs. Only significant pathways are included in the figure.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

orientation: b = —0.15, p < 0.001, 95% CI [—-0.227, —0.079];
religiosity: b = 0.14, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.021, 0.263]; social
dominance: b= 0.21, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.131, 0.287]), benevolent
sexism (sex: b = 0.34, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.594, 0.064]; political
orientation: b —0.15, p < 0.001, 95% CI [—0.242, —0.064];
religiosity: b = 0.28, p< 0.001, 95% CI [0.127, 0.414]; social
dominance: b = 0.10, p < 0.05, 95% CI [0.003, 0.179]) and
shift sexism (sex: b = 0.39, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.605, 0.168];
political orientation: b = —0.18, p < 0.001, 95% CI [—0.257,
—0.109]; religiosity: b = 0.16, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.047, 0.262];
social dominance: b = 0.25, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.160, 0.331]).
Specifically, participants who were male, politically conservative,

more religious, or more socially dominant were more likely to
endorse hostile, benevolent, and shift sexism. Education had a
direct effect only on hostile (b = —0.10, p < 0.01, 95% CI [—0.148,
—0.021]) and shift sexism (b = —0.10, p < 0.05, 95% CI [—0.130,
—0.005]), such that participants with lower education exhibited
greater hostile and shift sexism.

4.5.2 Indirect effects

Estimation of indirect effects revealed that participants’ sex,
education, political orientation, religiosity, and social dominance
predicted both implicit (sex: b = —0.02, 95% CI [—0.002, —0.047];
education: b=0.01,95% CI [0.001, 0.016]; political orientation: b=
0.01, 95% CI [0.002, 0.024]; religiosity: b = —0.01, 95% CI [—0.030,
—0.001]; social dominance: b = —0.02, 95% CI [—0.031, —0.002]),
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and explicit discrimination beliefs (sex: b = —0.08, 95% CI [—0.014,
—0.181]; education: b = 0.02, 95% CI [0.007, 0.054]; political
orientation: b = 0.04, 95% CI [0.015, 0.087]; religiosity: b = —0.04,
95% CI [—0.097, —0.008]; social dominance: b = —0.06, 95% CI
[—0.112, —0.022]) through hostile sexism. That is, participants who
were male, politically conservative, religious, or higher in social
dominance were more likely to endorse hostile sexism, which in
turn predicted weaker implicit and explicit beliefs in women being
most discriminated against. In addition, indirect effects of sex (b
= 0.09, 95% CI [0.212, 0.021]), political orientation (b = —0.04,
95% CI [—0.082, —0.014]), religiosity (b = 0.07, 95% CI [0.028,
0.139]) and social dominance (b = 0.02, 95% CI [0.002, 0.059])
on explicit discrimination beliefs were observed also through
benevolent sexism. That is, participants who were male, politically
conservative, more religious, or more socially dominant were more
likely to endorse benevolent sexism, which predicted stronger
explicit beliefs in women being most discriminated against. No
indirect effects on implicit or explicit discrimination beliefs were
observed through shift sexism.

5 Discussion

The present study used both explicit and implicit measures to
investigate beliefs about discrimination on the basis of sex in a
U.S.-based sample. Specifically, grounded in previous research on
such beliefs (Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Barreto and Doyle, 2023;
Christopher and Mull, 2006; Duckitt and Sibley, 2010; Fitzpatrick
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Bettencourt et al., 2011; Glick and Fiske, 2001; Ruthig et al., 2017;
Van Assche et al., 2019; Zehnter et al., 2021) and in ambivalent
sexism theory (Glick and Fiske, 1996), this study aimed to identify
the key predictors and mechanisms underlying these beliefs.

As predicted in HI, participants expressed the belief that
women are the primary targets of discrimination, independent of
whether this belief was assessed via explicit and implicit measures.
The results align with Marini et al. (2021) and with other U.S.
studies of self-reported beliefs about discrimination on the basis
of sex (Bosson et al., 2012; Kehn and Ruthig, 2013; Kobrynowicz
and Branscombe, 1997). The consistency in findings across studies
suggests that women are still viewed as experiencing discrimination
in the United States.

In line with H2 and previous research (Marini et al., 2021),
our study found a positive but weak correlation between implicit
and explicit measures, indicating that while the two are related,
they tap into distinct psychological processes. This aligns with
findings by Hofmann et al. (2005), who showed that implicit-
explicit correlations are typically modest and vary depending on
various factors, including self-regulatory processes, motivational
influences, and the degree of cognitive elaboration involved in
explicit responses.

Importantly, the belief that women experience discrimination
was weaker when assessed implicitly, especially among men,
younger people, and more politically-conservative individuals. This
is further indicated by the smaller effect size observed in implicit
measures than in the explicit measures. Implicit measures are
thought to capture established mental associations (Gawronski
and Hahn, 2018; Greenwald and Banaji, 1995; Maass et al., 2000;
Rudman, 2011). Evidence of a weaker implicit association between
women and discrimination suggests a move away from the so-
far common view that women experience discrimination. By their
very nature, implicit beliefs are automatic and not easily accessible
through introspection (Gawronski and Hahn, 2018; Greenwald and
Banaji, 1995). This does not mean that they are inert. Rather,
implicit beliefs may unintentionally influence people’s thoughts,
emotions, motivations, and behaviors (Greenwald and Banaji,
1995). Research has shown that implicit beliefs predict a wide range
of behaviors, often outperforming explicit beliefs in this regard
(Greenwald et al., 2009). For example, a meta-analysis of over two-
hundred studies found that implicit beliefs make a more substantial
and unique contribution to behavior (with a beta coeflicient of 0.14)
than explicit beliefs (with a beta coefficient of 0.11) (Kurdi et al.,
2019). Because they operate automatically and are less prone to
intentional control, implicit beliefs can be more consequential than
explicit beliefs. Biased implicit beliefs may automatically translate
into biased actions (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004; Green et al.,
2007). For example, a weaker implicit belief that women experience
discrimination may be expressed via automatic dismissing or
minimizing evidence of discrimination against women (Judson,
2014). Moreover, a weaker implicit belief that women experience
discrimination may sustain collective inertia in addressing the
systemic discrimination that women experience (Ellemers and
Barreto, 2009; Lewis, 2018).

The key findings of this study are that sociodemographic and
ideological factors directly predicted implicit and explicit beliefs
about discrimination against women, as hypothesized in H3, and
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that this relationship was mediated by the endorsement of sexism.
Specifically, in line with H4, individuals higher in hostile sexism
were less likely to associate women with discrimination at both
explicit and implicit levels. These results are consistent with other
research findings indicating that hostile sexism is foundational to
discriminatory beliefs and behavior against women (Bareket and
Fiske, 2023; Glick et al., 2004; Sibley et al., 2007). In this study,
the inverse relationship between hostile sexism and the implicit
and explicit beliefs that women are targets of discrimination was
particularly pronounced among males and among individuals
higher in religiosity, political conservatism, and social-dominance
orientation. These findings are consistent with those of previous
research indicating that hostile sexism is most common among
males (Glick et al., 2000, 2004; Glick and Fiske, 1996), religious
individuals (Glick et al., 2002), politically conservative individuals
(de Geus et al., 2022), and people who value hierarchies (Bareket
and Fiske, 2023; Barreto and Doyle, 2023).

Furthermore, this study found that benevolent sexism also
contributed to beliefs about discrimination on the basis of sex. As
predicted in H5, unlike hostile sexism, stronger endorsement of
benevolent sexism was associated with a stronger belief that women
are the target of discrimination. This effect, however, emerged only
when beliefs were measured explicitly.

These findings have implications for ambivalent sexism theory,
highlighting the complementary roles of hostile and benevolent
sexism in predicting a wide range of outcomes that contribute
to sex-based inequalities and discrimination (Bareket and Fiske,
2023; Leaper, 2024). Specifically, our results show that ambivalent
sexism not only reinforces sex-based inequalities through its
influence on ideologies, prejudices, workplace discrimination,
stereotyping, intimate relationships, and violence against women
(Bareket and Fiske, 2023), but also influences beliefs about sex-
based discrimination itself. Importantly, our findings suggest that
hostile and benevolent sexism influence these beliefs through
distinct modalities and mechanisms.

Hostile sexism appears to act directly to reinforce sex-
based inequalities by reducing the view of women as victims
of discrimination, both at explicit and implicit levels. This
mechanism may function to protect men’s power and the
dominance of the male group (Bareket and Fiske, 2023),
preventing women from gaining rights that could challenge
their status if such discrimination were acknowledged. Indeed,
hostile sexism is positively linked to social dominance ideologies
(e.g., Christopher and Mull, 2006; Ruthig et al., 2017; Sibley
and Overall, 2011; Schmitt and Wirth, 2009; Stewart, 2017)
and to perceptions of the world as a competitive “dog-eat-dog”
environment (Sibley et al, 2007). In addition, hostile sexism
has been associated with lower support for women’s rights
(Masser and Abrams, 1999). Thus, minimizing the recognition of
discrimination may serve to maintain sex inequality by preserving
men’s power and preventing women from acquiring rights or
advantages that could compromise male dominance. If women’s
discrimination is not acknowledged, men face no risk of losing their
privileged status.

By contrast, in our study, benevolent sexism was associated
with stronger explicit beliefs that women are discriminated
against. At first glance, this might appear positive and reflect
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a heightened awareness of women’s discrimination. However,
according to ambivalent sexism theory (Glick and Fiske, 2001),
our results likely reflect the nature of benevolent sexism in
reinforcing men’s power while maintaining the appearance of
protection and care toward women (Bareket and Fiske, 2023),
rather than representing a genuine acknowledgment of systemic
discrimination. It asserts control over women through indirect,
subtle, and more socially accepted means. Indeed, benevolent
sexism is a form of cooperative and paternalistic prejudice
(Glick and Fiske, 2001), which appears positive but ultimately
reinforces inequality. It is associated with ideologies that emphasize
the preservation of social norms and traditions (e.g., rightwing
authoritarianism; Feather and McKee, 2012; Sibley and Overall,
2011), with values of conservation and resistance to change (Sibley
et al., 2007), and with the endorsement of seemingly favorable
stereotypes of women as fragile and in need of protection (Glick,
2013; Glick et al., 2000; Glick and Fiske, 1996; Maitner and
Henry, 2018). Although it may not directly manifest as prejudice
or overt discrimination against women, benevolent sexism subtly
reinforces women’s lower status (Barreto and Ellemers, 2005;
Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Barreto et al.,, 2010; Glick, 2013). In
this sense, it upholds traditional gender norms and operates
through mechanisms of interdependence—primarily gender-based
paternalism and role differentiation—thereby enforcing traditional
gender relations (Jackman, 1994). In line with this theory, our
results suggest that benevolent sexism could allow men to preserve
a privileged position while maintaining a positive image as women’s
protectors, simultaneously subordinating women and legitimizing
men’s power and status. In other words, beliefs that women
are discriminated against may partly stem from assumptions of
women’s weakness and perceptions of them as vulnerable and
in need of protection, and partly serve as a way for men to
legitimize their power over women and maintain paternalistic
control (Barreto and Doyle, 2023), rather than reflecting a genuine
acknowledgment of discrimination.

A key contribution of the present study lies in the findings
of a divergence between explicit and implicit beliefs. Benevolent
sexism was positively related to explicit beliefs of discrimination
but showed no significant association with implicit beliefs of
discrimination. These findings advance ambivalent sexism theory
by highlighting the different pathways through which hostile and
benevolent sexism may operate in relation to beliefs about sex-
based discrimination. Whereas, hostile sexism appears to suppress
both explicit and implicit recognition of discrimination against
women, benevolent sexism may lead to explicit claims that women
are discriminated against without influencing these beliefs at an
implicit level. In practical terms, this suggests that benevolent
sexism may operate primarily at a discursive or declarative
level, reinforcing a narrative of women as victims but failing to
generate an implicit representation of this belief. Because implicit
measures often predict behavior more reliably than explicit ones
(Cameron et al., 2012; Greenwald et al., 2009), this lack of implicit
representation raises concerns about the translation of such explicit
beliefs into concrete action in support of women. It may also help
explain why hostile sexism is generally a stronger predictor of
discriminatory behavior than benevolent sexism (Cross et al., 2017;
Forbes et al., 2004; Gattino et al., 2020; Greenwood and Gautam,
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2020; Guerrero-Molina et al., 2021; Herrera et al., 2014; Kessler
et al,, 2021; Loveland and Raghavan, 2017; Monzani et al., 2020;
Morais et al., 2020; Ohse and Stockdale, 2008; Overall et al., 2021;
Persson and Dhingra, 2021; Schwartz and Hunt, 2011). Indeed,
research has shown that hostile sexism directly promotes violence,
objectification, and workplace discrimination against women (Acar
and Siimer, 2018; Girvan et al., 2015; Masser and Abrams, 2004).
By contrast, benevolent sexism does not overtly promote violence
or prejudice but indirectly justifies them (e.g., through victim-
blaming; Durdn et al, 2011; Lucarini et al, 2020) and subtly
reinforces women’s lower status by presuming reduced competence
and restricting career advancement (Dardenne et al., 2007; Dumont
etal., 2010; Hideg and Ferris, 2016).

Finally, contrary to H6, this study did not find that shift sexism
mediates the relation between sociodemographic and ideological
factors and implicit and explicit beliefs about discrimination.
While this study uncovered a relation between certain respondent
characteristics—(i.e., being male, politically conservative, more
religious, and having higher social dominance)—and endorsement
of shift sexism, this study did not find evidence to support the
idea that shift sexism predicts a lower endorsement of the belief
that women are the target of discrimination. Caveats are that
the scale used to measure shift sexism was developed recently
(Zehnter et al., 2021) and that it has been used only in a validation
study in Italy (Morando et al., 2023). Therefore, there is a limited
empirical base for interpreting this study’s shift-sexism findings.
In addition, it is important to note that the BSS scale does not
directly measure perceptions of discrimination against women
and men. Rather, it reflects a broader worldview, incorporating
beliefs that discrimination against men is rising, that societal
systems such as media and government increasingly favor women,
and that feminism involves discriminating against men (e.g.,
“Giving women more rights often requires taking away men’s
rights”). These beliefs may not map onto direct assessments of
whether women or men are primarily viewed as the target of
discrimination. For instance, someone may believe that women are
more discriminated against while still being critical of feminism or
believing that men are disadvantaged in some domains. Conversely,
another individual may believe men are more discriminated against
but not see this as a result of the advancement in women’s rights.
This study’s non-significant predictive role of the BSS may reflect
this conceptual complexity.

5.1 Strengths, limitations, and future
directions

The interpretation of the study’s findings requires considering
its strengths and limitations. A strength is that this study’s
sample was relatively older, more religious, and more politically
conservative than most psychology studies’ samples, which
are generally composed of young university students, that is,
individuals who are less religious and more liberal than the
general population.

Another strength is the use of both implicit and explicit
measures of beliefs about discrimination. The implicit measures
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helped circumvent social-desirability biases, an important
consideration given the comparative nature of our measures.
Rather than assessing absolute perceptions of discrimination
against women, our measures captured the extent to which
individuals associate women, relative to men, as targets or
perpetrators of discrimination. This comparative framing may
increase sensitivity to social norms, as participants might
feel pressure to align their responses with their community’s
expectations about sex-based discrimination. By integrating an
implicit measure, we were able to access associations that may not
be readily expressed through direct self-report.

It is important to note, however, that the comparative framing
provides insight into relative perceptions, rather than absolute
levels, of perceived discrimination. This means, for instance,
that participants may more strongly associate women than
men with being targets of discrimination, without necessarily
believing that women face substantial discrimination overall.
Similarly, individuals might readily link the concept of “target
of discrimination” with women even if they believe that
actual discrimination against women is minimal or overstated.
Future research would benefit from examining how these
relative associations correspond to, or diverge from, more direct
evaluations of the extent of discrimination faced by women
and men.

With its contributions, this study has multiple limitations
that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First,
most participants were White, highly educated, and low in social
dominance orientation and in all forms of sexism. Additionally,
the sample was U.S-based, a limitation that is common to studies
of beliefs about discrimination against women. There is evidence
of national variations in beliefs, including explicit beliefs about
discrimination against women (Lee et al., 2022) and implicit beliefs
in math and science (Nosek et al., 2009), and beliefs about obesity
(Marini et al., 2013). Thus, our findings may not generalize beyond
U.S.-based individuals with similar educational backgrounds and
ideologies. To improve generalizability, future research should
explore this study’s questions among individuals who represent a
diversity of educational achievements and in communities with a
diversity of ethnicities and cultures, in the U.S. and internationally.

Second, the study focused on views of discrimination against
women and men, not otherwise specified. Views of discrimination
against women and men described in terms of other characteristics
(e.g., ethnicity) relevant to discrimination in their society likely
differ from views of women and men in general. This is because
individuals’ experiences with discrimination vary depending
also on their other characteristics, including their ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and ability (Potter et al., 2019). Future
research should explore discrimination beliefs about women and
men who vary by other discrimination-relevant features.

Third, the study did not examine the full range of factors that
might influence the observed relationships. A valuable direction
for future research is to examine how other forms of sexism—
such as modern sexism, which reflects denial of ongoing sex
discrimination and resistance to female-male equality policies
(Swim et al., 1995; Napier et al., 2020)—might influence both
implicit and explicit beliefs about sex-based discrimination. Given
evidence that modern sexism is more strongly associated with
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hostile than benevolent sexism (Zehnter et al., 2021), incorporating
in future studies a measure of modern sexism could help clarify
the ideological pathways through which different sexist beliefs
influence perceptions of discrimination.

Fourth, this study is correlational. Path analysis allows for
modeling and evaluating the plausibility of directional pathways
based on theoretical frameworks and observed data; but it
does not establish causal relationships. Causal inferences require
experimental or longitudinal study designs. Future research
using a diversity of designs is necessary to investigate causal
mechanisms underlying the relationships observed in this and
related studies.

5.2 Conclusions and implications

This study’s findings highlight the value of using explicit
and implicit measures, especially when conducting research
about social-desirability-sensitive topics, such as beliefs about
discrimination. The observed divergence between implicit and
explicit-measures findings—with participants more strongly
endorsing the view that women are targets of discrimination in
explicit measures than in implicit measures—suggests that these
measures capture different aspects of beliefs about discrimination.
This study’s combination of explicit and implicit measures allows
for triangulation of findings, thereby enhancing the robustness of
its conclusions.

The finding of a discrepancy in implicit-and explicit-measures
patterns has implications for theory, research, and policy.
Recognizing, at the explicit level, that women are discriminated
against while having a weaker endorsement of the same idea at
the implicit level may be an indication of a weaker commitment
to the discrimination belief (Eagly and Steffen, 1984; Jost and
Banaji, 1994). The weaker commitment may translate into weaker
support for policies that promote equal rights for women and men.
Prior research has shown that when discrimination of a particular
group is not considered a pressing issue, individuals are less
likely to endorse efforts to remediate the discrimination (Ellemers
and Barreto, 2009). Given that implicit measures often better
predict behavior (Cameron et al., 2012; Greenwald et al., 2009),
lower implicit association between women and discrimination
may contribute to a lower intention to act to advance female-
male equality.

Moreover, this study’s findings make visible the role of sexism in
beliefs that women are discriminated against. They also suggest that
implicit and explicit beliefs about discrimination against women
have a unique relationship with hostile and benevolent sexism.
Considering the role of sexism in discriminatory ideologies and
behavior against women, targeting sexism could be an effective
strategy for reducing female-discriminatory beliefs and practices.
According to a recent systematic review (Bareket and Fiske, 2023),
different approaches are required to reduce hostile and benevolent
sexism. Specifically, exposure to information about sexism helps
reduce hostile sexism (Zawadzki et al., 2014). In contrast, education
about its subtlety and pervasiveness may be more effective in
diminishing benevolent sexism (Becker and Swim, 2012).
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Finally, this study and related studies’ findings (e.g., Bosson
et al,, 2012; Cameron, 2001; Horowitz et al., 2017; Kehn and
Ruthig, 2013; Kobrynowicz and Branscombe, 1997; Lee et al,
2022; Napier et al, 2020; Wilkins et al., 2015) confirm that
beliefs about discrimination and sexist beliefs vary depending
on sociodemographic (e.g., sex, age) and ideological (e.g.,
political orientation) factors. This points to the value of tracking
sociodemographic and ideological factors in research on beliefs
about discrimination against women and on sexist beliefs, and
the importance of tailoring programs aimed at preventing
discrimination based on the target population’s sociodemographic
and ideological characteristics.

To conclude, this study’s findings contribute new insights
into implicit and explicit beliefs about discrimination against
women and men, and their relationship with the individual socio-
ideological characteristics that underpin such beliefs. This study’s
and other studies’ findings can inform future theoretical and
empirical work, and also policy initiatives to prevent and reduce
discrimination against women.
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