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Abstract
People higher in benevolent sexism often outwardly endorse gender equality, but support men over women for challenging
positions and experiences. Reflecting shifting standards (a tendency to evaluate stereotyped group members against within-
category judgment standards), people higher in sexism may evaluate prominent women’s competence against a lower compe-
tency standard for women (who are stereotyped as less competent than men are), and not against a standard for men. Thus
prominent women could be perceived as especially competent (versus other women), yet men might still garner ultimate support.
Study 1 tested for this possibility using an ecologically valid example: the 2016 U.S. presidential election. Study 1 showed that
benevolent (and not hostile) sexism predicted less opposition to Donald Trump’s candidacy and more positive attitudes toward
the election outcome among 57 mostly female U.S. college students. Study 1 also showed that benevolent sexism positively
predicted competence perceived in Hillary Clinton. To determine if this positive relationship reflected shifting standards, we
manipulated the gender to which a prominent woman would be compared in Study 2 with 189 U.S. adults. Reflecting shifting
standards, benevolent sexism related to evaluating women as more competent when they were evaluated against other women
versus other men. Shifting standards also mediated a relationship between benevolent sexism and expecting lower female
success. Using shifting standards may be one way that people higher in benevolent sexism might evaluate prominent women
as especially competent, yet ultimately support men.
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Despite recent declines in overt displays of sexism (Dovidio
and Gaertner 1998), sexism continues to negatively affect
women (Glick et al. 2000) seeking prominent leadership po-
sitions both in the workplace (Hideg and Ferris 2016) and on
the political stage (Gervais and Hillard 2011). The negative
consequences of sexism undermine a societal ideal of gender
equality. Indeed, approximately 40% of U.S. Financial Post
500 companies have no women on their board of directors

(Catalyst 2013). Because perceived competence is related to
career success (e.g., Todorov et al. 2005), understanding how
sexism relates to perceptions of competence in prominent
women remains a critical area of research.

Ambivalent sexism theory has illustrated two correlated
but distinct aspects of sexism (Glick and Fiske 1996, 1997).
Hostile sexism reflects a conceptualization of sexism whereby
traditional gender roles are maintained through derogatory
characterizations of women. By contrast, benevolent sexism
is subtler (Glick and Fiske 2001) and maintains these roles
using more positive characterizations (e.g., women need
men’s help). Despite seemingly more positive characteriza-
tions, benevolent sexism assumes that women comprise the
weaker, and thereby less competent, sex. Because benevolent
sexism is associatedwith positive characterizations of women,
but discriminatory behavior toward them, the current investi-
gation tested for the possibility that benevolent sexism could
inform the discrepancy between perceptions that women are
competent to perform a challenging job (e.g., hold political
office), but lack of support for women having those jobs.
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Benevolent sexism contributes to gender inequality by in-
creasing support for traditional gender roles (i.e., that men
belong in leadership positions; Jost and Kay 2005). Indeed,
benevolent sexism is related to fewer women involved in the
economy and in politics (Glick et al. 2000). People higher in
benevolent sexism are less likely to be perceived as openly
sexist (Barreto and Ellemers 2005) despite behaviors that per-
petuate gender inequality (Becker and Wright 2011).
Illustrating this point and suggesting that they might outward-
ly evaluate men and women as similarly competent, people
higher in benevolent sexism voice support for gender-based
employment equality. Yet, the same people contribute to in-
equality by ultimately promoting men versus women (Hideg
and Ferris 2016), and by assigning men (versus women) to
challenging workplace experiences, even when men and
women are similarly interested in them (King et al. 2012).
These behaviors suggest a discrepancy in how people scoring
higher in benevolent sexism evaluate women’s competence
and how they ultimately support them. An important, yet un-
explored, question regards how higher benevolent sexism re-
lates to perceived competence in women who have already
shown competency in their professions. That is, how do more
benevolently sexist people reconcile that a woman is highly
competent with ultimately supporting a man? This question is
important because how benevolent sexism relates to evalua-
tions of competence in prominent women is critical for devel-
oping strategies to reduce the negative consequences of be-
nevolent sexism for such women, such as their not being pro-
moted. Here, we examined if shifting standards represents one
mechanism by which benevolent sexism may influence com-
petence evaluations of prominent women.

People higher in benevolent sexism may reconcile the dis-
crepancy between the achievements of prominent women and
upholding a status quo of men in power by evaluating
women’s competence against a different baseline. This possi-
bility reflects shifting standards (Biernat et al. 1991) and
would allow for the attitudes and behaviors of benevolent
sexists to be inconsistent (for reviews, see Ajzen and
Fishbein 1977, 2000). The shifting standards model posits
that beliefs affect how individuals perceive traits by creating
different evaluative standards (e.g., an expected level of com-
petence) against which group members (e.g., women) are
evaluated (Biernat et al. 1991). The key insight from this
model is that people evaluate targets against a within-group
standard (e.g., women only) versus a standard encompassing
several groups (e.g., men and women). With respect to com-
petence evaluations, the fact that women are stereotyped as
being less competent than men are (Broverman et al. 1972)
could manifest as people with higher benevolent sexism using
a different (lower) reference point for evaluating women’s
competence (e.g., Biernat and Kobrynowicz 1997). In other

words, more prejudiced people would have a lower baseline
against which to evaluate a woman’s competence. Indeed,
people with more prejudice are more likely to activate
(Wittenbrink et al. 1997) and apply (Lepore and Brown
1997) stereotypes in their evaluations, impacting the evalua-
tive standard they use to assess stereotyped group members
(Biernat and Manis 1994).

The shifting standards model may shed light on the dis-
crepancy between highly benevolently sexists’ perceptions
of a woman’s perceived competence and their reluctance to
support her. More strongly benevolent sexists might evaluate
prominent women as having especially high competence be-
cause they are judged relative to other women, and not relative
to men and women. At the same time, because higher benev-
olent sexists view women as being less competent than are
men in general, they would ultimately support a man, and not
a woman, for a prominent position. These patterns would fur-
ther the literature by elucidating shifting standards as a poten-
tial way for people with more prejudice to evaluate some
underrepresented category members positively while preserv-
ing a tradition of other category members having higher
status.

Over two studies, we examined how benevolent sexism
related to evaluating competence in prominent women. In
Study 1, we tested whether benevolent sexism positively re-
lated to perceived competence using an ecologically valid
example: Hillary Clinton. Hillary Clinton was a prominent
United States politician who was generally perceived as being
highly competent (Gaffney and Blaylock 2010) and conscien-
tious (Visser et al. 2017), in part due to her more masculine
leadership and communication style (Carlin and Winfrey
2009; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993). If evaluated based on
her gender, benevolent sexism may positively correspond to
trait perceptions of Clinton’s competence because her achieve-
ments (Carlin and Winfrey 2009) reflect high competency
relative to other women for whom a stereotype of lower com-
petence would be more applicable. If true, Clinton could have
been perceived by people higher in benevolent sexism as be-
ing very competent because she was not evaluated against her
male opponents. However, the same people would be expect-
ed to ultimately support a male candidate (i.e., Donald Trump,
Clinton’s political opponent) and react positively toward
Clinton’s loss in the 2016 U.S. presidential election because
benevolent sexism is associated with upholding traditional
gender roles (Glick and Fiske 2001). Because the U.S. presi-
dency has both historically and recently been perceived as a
masculine position more appropriate for men than for women
(Paul and Smith 2008; Rosenwasser and Dean 1989; Smith
et al. 2007), ultimately supporting a male candidate would
maintain those roles. In Study 2, we tested if, reflecting
shifting standards, evaluating a prominent woman (a
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candidate for U.S. senator) as especially competent when
compared to other women versus other men positively related
to benevolent sexism.

Study 1

The goals of Study 1 were threefold. Benevolent sexism is
associated with maintaining traditional gender roles (Glick
and Fiske 2001). We thus first sought to test if benevolent,
but not hostile, sexism predicted support for men’s candida-
cies for traditionally masculine positions (as in Hideg and
Ferris 2016). We expected that benevolent sexism would pre-
dict less opposition to a man’s (i.e., Donald Trump’s) presi-
dential candidacy and more positive attitudes toward the
2016 United States election outcome in which Trump won
(Hypothesis 1) because such patterns would maintain tradi-
tional gender roles of men being in prominent positions—a
key component of benevolent sexism. If endorsing a man’s
candidacy reflected distinct attitudes toward a candidate,
however, hostile sexism would be expected to predict less
opposition to Donald Trump’s candidacy (similar to Ratliff
et al. 2017). This could be because language used by Donald
Trump during his campaign often devalued specific women
(Darweesh and Abdullah 2016)—a key component of hostile
sexism. If, as predicted, benevolent sexism predicted less op-
position to Donald Trump’s candidacy, we could then expand
on this finding by examining if benevolent sexism neverthe-
less related to more positive characterizations of women as
predicted by the literature (e.g., Glick and Fiske 2001).

Building on Hypothesis 1, we expected that benevolent
sexism would positively relate to trait perceptions of Hillary
Clinton’s competence (Hypothesis 2). Testing for a positive
relationship would lay groundwork on which to test if,
supporting shifting standards, benevolent sexism predicted
higher evaluations of prominent women’s competence when
comparing to other women versus other men. That is, a prom-
inent woman’s achievements may defy a stereotype of lower
female competency held by more prejudiced individuals and
allow her to be perceived as especially competent. Benevolent
sexism should not positively predict perceptions of Donald
Trump’s competence because, as a man, he would already
be expected to be competent and not defy that stereotype.

Clinton’s loss allowed for the opportunity to build on
Hypothesis 2 by probing the expected positive relationship
between benevolent sexism and her perceived competence.
Clinton’s perceived competence may not have defied a lower
competency standard for women held by people higher in
benevolent sexism (see Biernat and Manis 1994) after she lost
the election (e.g., Thoroughgood et al. 2013). This possibility
means that when Clinton is perceived in a context where she

does not defy lower competency (e.g., when she lost versus
when she was widely projected to win), strongly benevolent
sexists should not perceive her as especially competent. If an
expected positive relationship between benevolent sexism and
Clinton’s perceived competence reflects shifting standards,
benevolent sexism should more strongly relate to Clinton’s
perceived competency before versus after the election
(Hypothesis 3). To this end, we obtained competence percep-
tions of Clinton and Trump pre- and post-election.

Although Hillary Clinton exemplifies a woman who has
shown high competency, she has been a polarizing political
figure for decades (Carlin and Winfrey 2009). Given this po-
larization, it may be difficult for perceivers to provide nuanced
ratings of her competence. Indeed, partisan beliefs are strong-
ly associated with biased explicit trait ratings of candidates
(Wright and Tomlinson 2018). Moreover, because the two
timepoints at which data collection occurred were particularly
tumultuous (before and immediately after the election), we
circumvented participants explicitly evaluating Clinton’s and
Trump’s competence by characterizing competence using re-
verse correlation (Mangini and Biederman 2004).

Reverse correlation is a data-driven method estimating
how people visually represent traits in faces without their ex-
plicit endorsements of those traits (see Method for details;
Dotsch and Todorov 2012). Critically, there is a growing body
of evidence suggesting that reverse correlation provides visual
reflections of how people perceive traits in others’ faces (for a
review, see Brinkman et al. 2017). Allowing for the possibility
that benevolent sexism may influence trait perceptions of
Clinton’s competence, attitudes affect how traits are visually
represented in faces (Dotsch et al. 2008). For example, support
for U.S. presidential candidateMitt Romney in 2012 related to
more positive trait perceptions of his face (Young et al. 2014).
Reverse correlation is thus nicely suited to test for a positive
relationship between benevolent sexism and trait perceptions
of Clinton’s competence.

Because benevolent (versus hostile) sexism is character-
ized by positive characterizations of women, the goal of
Study 1 was to test if it positively related to Clinton’s per-
ceived competence, yet also positively related to endorsing a
candidacy that upheld traditional gender roles (i.e., a man’s).
Such a relationship would elucidate a real-world situation in
which benevolent sexism negatively affects women.
However, this possibility does not mean that hostile sexism
might not also positively relate to Clinton’s perceived compe-
tence. People higher in prejudice use shifting standards more
when evaluating members of underrepresented groups
(Biernat and Manis 1994), suggesting that hostile sexism
might also positively relate to Clinton’s perceived compe-
tence. However, hostile sexism might negatively relate to
Clinton’s perceived competence because it is related to more
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explicit derogation of women. Because these relationships
could be of interest to future research, we included exploratory
analyses on how hostile sexism affects Clinton’s perceived
competence in our online supplement.

Method

Participants

Fifty-seven U.S. Indiana University students (Mage =
18.70 years, SD = 1.24, range = 17–24, 46 female) from the
United States provided written informed consent to participate
as part of a larger study on attitudes toward the 2016 United
States presidential election (held on November 8, 2016). They
were compensated with course credit and $10, respectively,
for pre-election (8/31–11/4/16) and post-election (11/9–12/5/
16) visits. Power analyses (G*Power; Faul et al. 2007) (using
r = .40 and α = .05) targeted 46 participants for 80% power to
detect a relationship between benevolent sexism and opposi-
tion to Clinton’s candidacy. The effect size was selected based
on work showing benevolent sexism to be related to inaction
in promoting women in underrepresented positions (Hideg
and Ferris 2016). We continued data collection past 46 partic-
ipants pre-election to ensure a sufficient sample of participants
who completed the pre- and post-election visits. All 57 partic-
ipants completed both visits. The Indiana University IRB ap-
proved all studies before the start of data collection.

Pre-Election Visit: Measuring Sexism and Candidate
Opposition

To estimate pre-election trait competence perceptions of
Clinton and Trump, participants completed two face classifica-
tion tasks (described in the following) and several question-
naires, including the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI;
Glick and Fiske 1996). The ASI measures hostile (e.g.,
BWomen are too easily offended^) and benevolent (e.g.,
BWomen should be cherished and protected by men^) compo-
nents of sexism. Participants rated each of 11 items measuring
hostile sexism and each of 11 items measuring benevolent sex-
ism on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 (disagree strongly) to 5
(agree strongly). Responses across items were averaged, with
higher scores indicating more sexism. Alphas of .74 (hostile
sexism) and .76 (benevolent sexism) from recent work
(Husnu 2016) demonstrate strong reliability of the ASI. The
reliability of the hostile (Cronbach’s α = .89) and benevolent
(Cronbach’s α = .85) sexism components in the current study
were similarly reliable. The development of the ASI established
its convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity over six
studies and 2250 respondents (Glick and Fiske 1996).

Participants reported more benevolent (M = 2.16, SD = .94)
than hostile (M = 1.82, SD = .96) sexism, t(56) = 2.83,
p = .006, d = .39. Male and female participants did not differ
in their hostile (Mmale = 1.47, SD = 1.05; Mfemale = 1.91,
SD = .93), t(55) = 1.37, p = .18, d = .44, or benevolent
(Mmale = 1.83, SD = 1.08; Mfemale = 2.24, SD = .89), t(55) =
1.31, p = .20, d = .41, sexism. Because sexism did not differ
by gender, we did not include participants’ gender in the anal-
yses. Consistent with the literature (Glick and Fiske 1997),
hostile and benevolent sexism were positively correlated,
r(55) = .57, p < .001. Despite the fact that hostile and benevo-
lent sexism are overlapping constructs, however, they did not
perfectly map onto each other. Participants also used two 10-
point scales to indicate the degree of their opposition to the
candidacies of Clinton and Trump, on a scale from 1 (not at
all) to 10 (extremely oppose).

Post-Election Visit: Election Attitudes

To measure post-election competence perceptions, partici-
pants completed the same two face classification tasks (de-
scribed in the following). Fifty-six of 57 participants indicated
their supported candidate in the election: Clinton (29), Trump
(19), and other (8). Participants also indicated their opposition
toward the candidacies of Clinton and Trump using the afore-
mentioned scale, and their attitudes (four positive: satisfied,
happy, proud, relieved; three negative: concerned, disappoint-
ed, and upset) toward the election outcome using 10-point
scales from 1 (not at all) to 10 (extremely). We generated a
composite election attitude score by averaging the four posi-
tive and three reverse coded negative attitudes (Cronbach’s
α = .85). Higher scores indicate more positive attitudes toward
the election outcome.

Estimating Visualizations of candidate’s Faces

We used reverse correlation, a data-driven method to model
internal representations of faces (Dotsch and Todorov 2012),
to assess participants’ trait perceptions of competence in
Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. The reverse correlation
method has two phases. The first phase is a face classification
phase completed by participants. Here, the face classification
phase was used to estimate participants’ mental representa-
tions of Clinton’s face and Trump’s face. The second phase
is a face ratings phase completed by naïve raters unaware of
how the faces they are rating were generated. Here, naïve
raters rated the faces generated from the first phase
(classification) on how competent they appeared. Ratings
from the second phase (ratings) thus permitted us to objective-
ly test the relationship between participants’ mental
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representations of Clinton’s competence with their benevolent
sexism without participants’ explicit reports.

Face Classification Tasks

Participants first completed two face classification tasks in a
counterbalanced order: one for Clinton’s face and the other for
Trump’s face.

Stimuli Stimuli for the face classification tasks were generated
from two base images: front-facing and neutrally expressive
gray-scale 512 × 512 pixel images of the faces of Clinton and
Trump fromwww.cnn.com (see Fig. 1a). Randomly generated
noise patterns were generated in accordance with past work
and layered over each image using the rcicr package for R
(Fig. 1b; for complete details on the noise patterns, see
Dotsch and Todorov 2012; Mangini and Biederman 2004).
An image layered with a unique noise pattern and an image
layered with that pattern’s inverse was generated for each of
100 trials, totaling 200 images per task. The same noise pat-
terns were used for all participants.

Face Classification Tasks Each face classification task consisted
of 100 trials (e.g., Hehman et al. 2015) in which two images
were presented side-by-side for 3 s. Depending on the task,
participants selected the image most resembling either Clinton
or Trump on each trial. Images were presented for 3 s to ensure
that participants would not ruminate on their choices (as in
Mangini and Biederman 2004). A benefit of the face

classification phase is that participants may not be aware of
the criteria they adopt to endorse a face as looking more like,
for example, Hillary Clinton (Brinkman et al. 2017). Here, par-
ticipants could spontaneously use the information presented to
them to select resemblance to Clinton or Trump. A blank screen
appeared for 250 ms between trials.

Face Classification Image Processing Pre- and post-election
face classification images of Clinton and Trump were gener-
ated for each participant by averaging the 100 noise patterns
selected by each participant (one per trial) and superimposing
that average over the original base image of, respectively,
Clinton or Trump (Fig. 1c). This process yielded 228 face
classification images (57 each of pre- and post-election
Clinton and Trump). Face classification images reflected par-
ticipants’ unique mental representations of candidate faces
(e.g., how a participant visualized Clinton’s face pre-election).

Face Ratings Phase

Twenty-five individuals from Amazon Mechanical Turk were
compensated $.50 for using a 7-point scale to rate the compe-
tence of each classification image in two randomly presented
blocks: BHow competent does this face look?,^ rated from 1
(not at all competent) to 7 (extremely competent). The number
of raters was selected on the basis of past and recent reverse
correlation work (e.g., Krendl and Freeman 2017). Raters were
naïve as to how the faces were generated. Blocks consisted of
114 Clinton or 114 Trump classification images. Ratings of the

Fig. 1 Base images of Hillary
Clinton and Donald Trump (a),
example reverse correlation task
stimuli (b), and pre- and post-
election classification images
from the same participant (c)
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Clinton images ranged from 3.28 to 5.16 (M = 4.13, SD = .36),
and ratings of the Trump images ranged from 2.60 to 4.88 (M=
3.99, SD = .43). Rated face classification images likely reflect
visual reflections of participants’ internal representations guiding
how they perceive faces (Brinkman et al. 2017). The average
competence rating of each classification image thus reflects in-
ternal representations of candidate competence unique to
participants.

Verifying Competence-Specific Effects

Given our hypothesis that people with higher benevolent sex-
ism would yield face classification images of Clinton that
appeared more competent, it was necessary to rule out the
possibility that these participants might simply produce clear-
er images that are more likely to be positively rated on any
trait (e.g., trustworthiness). To address this possibility, 20
naïve raters from Amazon Mechanical Turk who did not rate
the face classification images on competence were compen-
sated $.50 to rate the face classification images on trustwor-
thiness using a 7-point scale: BHow trustworthy does this face
look?,^ rated from 1 (not at all trustworthy) to 7 (extremely
trustworthy).

Results

Hypothesis 1: Benevolent Sexism and Attitudes
toward the 2016 Election Outcome

Our first goal was to illustrate how benevolent sexism (M =
2.16, SD = .94), hostile sexism (M = 1.82, SD = .96), or both
predicted the maintenance of traditional attitudes via attitudes
toward the 2016 election. To this end, we regressed attitudes
toward the 2016 election outcome (M = 3.55, SD = 2.50; higher
values reflect more positive attitudes), opposition to Trump’s
candidacy pre-election (M = 7.51, SD = 2.75), and opposition to
Trump’s candidacy post-election (M = 7.47, SD = 2.49) on be-
nevolent and hostile sexism. Because benevolent sexism relates
to maintaining traditional gender roles (Glick and Fiske 2001),
we expected benevolent sexism to predict more positive atti-
tudes toward the election outcome and less opposition to
Trump’s candidacy (Hypothesis 1). We tested if hostile sexism
relates to more opposition to Clinton’s candidacy pre-election
(M = 6.89, SD = 2.61) and post-election (M = 6.14, SD = 2.73)
because hostile sexism is characterized by the explicit deroga-
tion of women (Glick and Fiske 1996, 2001) and thus poten-
tially their candidacies. See Table 1 for regression statistics.

The model predicting attitudes toward the 2016 election
outcome from benevolent and hostile sexism was significant,
F(2, 54) = 4.33, p = .02, f2 = .16. Supporting Hypothesis 1,
benevolent, but not hostile, sexism predicted more positive

attitudes toward the 2016 election outcome (see Table 1).
Also supporting Hypothesis 1 were models predicting oppo-
sition to Trump’s candidacy pre-election, F(2, 54) = 5.12,
p = .01, f2 = .19, and post-election, F(2, 54) = 9.74, p < .001,
f2 = .36. At both timepoints, benevolent, but not hostile, sex-
ism predicted less opposition to Trump’s candidacy.

An additional model predicting opposition to Clinton’s
candidacy pre-election was significant, F(2, 54) = 4.92,
p = .01, f2 = .18. Here, hostile, but not benevolent, sexism pre-
dicted more opposition to Clinton’s candidacy (see Table 1).
Speculatively, this could be because openly expressing oppo-
sition to a woman’s candidacy might be more in line with the
derogation of women that is consistent with hostile sexism
(Glick and Fiske 1996). Although a model predicting opposi-
tion to Clinton’s candidacy post-election was significant, F(2,
54) = 5.71, p = .01, f2 = .21, neither benevolent nor hostile sex-
ism predicted it. Notably, only benevolent sexism predicted
endorsing Trump’s candidacy and favorable attitudes toward
the 2016 election outcome. Both findings are consistent with
the idea of maintaining traditional gender roles. We thus fo-
cused on benevolent sexism when examining its potential re-
lationship with perceived competence of Clinton (see the
online supplement for analyses on hostile sexism).

Hypotheses 2 and 3: Benevolent Sexism and women’s
Competence

Two key goals of Study 1 were to test for a potentially positive
relationship between benevolent sexism and perceived

Table 1 Predicting attitudes toward the 2016 election and opposition to
Clinton’s and Trump’s candidacies pre- and post-election from
benevolent and hostile sexism, study 1

Model B (SE) t p R R2

Attitudes toward 2016 Election .37 .14

Benevolent Sexism .86 (.41) 2.10 .04

Hostile Sexism .20 (.40) .51 .62

Pre-Election Opposition to Trump .40 .16

Benevolent Sexism −1.15 (.45) 2.59 .01

Hostile Sexism −.04 (.43) .09 .93

Post-Election Opposition to Trump .52 .27

Benevolent Sexism −1.50 (.38) 3.99 <.001

Hostile Sexism .25 (.37) .69 .49

Pre-Election Opposition to Clinton .39 .15

Benevolent Sexism .31 (.42) .72 .47

Hostile Sexism .87 (.41) 2.11 .04

Post-Election Opposition to Clinton .42 .18

Benevolent Sexism .67 (.44) 1.53 .13

Hostile Sexism .69 (.43) 1.62 .11
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competence of Clinton (Hypothesis 2) and to determine if this
expected relationship was stronger pre- versus post-election
(Hypothesis 3). The data collected in Study 1 were inherently
multilevel because four classification images were nested with-
in each participant. To address Hypotheses 2 and 3, we used
hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; Bryk and Raudenbush
1992; Cassidy and Gutchess 2015) to analyze a data structure
where pre- and post- election face classification images of
Clinton and Trump (level-1) were nested within participants
who completed the face classification phase (level-2). HLM is
useful in this context because it tests how competence evalua-
tions of level-1 predictors (i.e., face classification images of
Clinton or Trump) vary as a function of level-2 characteristics
(e.g., benevolent sexism). Support for Hypothesis 2 would
emerge if an interaction between Benevolent Sexism (level-2;
grand-mean centered) and Candidate (level-1; coded as 0 =
Trump and 1 =Clinton) predicted Competence Ratings of the
face classification images (level-1 outcome variable). Support
for Hypothesis 3 would emerge if the interaction between
Benevolent Sexism and Candidate on Competence Ratings var-
ied by Election (level-1; coded as 0 = Pre and 1 = Post).

To control for potential confounds associated with ideolog-
ical beliefs (e.g., right-wing authoritarianism and social dom-
inance orientation) that might affect perceptions of Clinton
(Choma and Hanoch 2017), we included Election Attitudes
pre-election (level-2; grand-mean centered) in the model.
Favorable attitudes toward the 2016 presidential election out-
come corresponded with ideological beliefs including right-
wing authoritarianism and social dominance orientation
(Choma and Hanoch 2017), thus providing a theoretical jus-
tification for including Election Attitudes in our model. Given
their relevance to the hypotheses, all variables were simulta-
neously entered into the HLM. See Table 2a for HLM
statistics.

Supporting that benevolent sexismwould positively relate to
perceiving competence in Hillary Clinton (Hypothesis 2), an
interaction emerged between Benevolent Sexism and
Candidate on Competence Ratings of participants’ face classi-
fication images (see Table 2a). Benevolent Sexism predicted
more perceived competence for Clinton, b = .11, SE = .05,
t(54) = 2.41, p = .02, but not for Trump, b = −.04, SE = .07,
t(54) = .61, p = .55.

From the lens of shifting standards (Biernat 2003), a posi-
tive relationship between benevolent sexism and perceived
competence of Clinton may be explained by Clinton’s being
evaluated against the lower competency standard for women
held by people higher in sexism (e.g., Biernat and Manis
1994). As a high achieving woman, Clinton would defy a
lower competency stereotype. In a context in which she may
be perceived as less competent (e.g., after her loss;
Thoroughgood et al. 2013), however, Clinton might not defy

that stereotype to the same degree and thus not be perceived as
especially competent. Supporting Hypothesis 3, the interac-
tion between Benevolent Sexism and Candidate on
Competence Ratings of participants’ face classification im-
ages was qualified by Election (pre- versus post-) (b = −.23,
SE = .10), t(162) = 2.46, p = .02. Benevolent sexism predicted
face classification images of Clinton being rated as more com-
petent pre-election (b = .11, SE = .05), t(54) = 2.41, p = .02,
but not post-election (b = −.06, SE = .05), t(54) = 1.04,
p = .30 (see Fig. 2). Benevolent sexism did not predict com-
petence perceived in face classification images of Trump (b =
−.04, SE = .05), t(54) = .73, p = .47, or post-election (b = .03,
SE = .06), t(54) = .45, p = .66.

Table 2 Predicting competence and trustworthiness perceptions, study
1

Regression models b (SE) t p

(a) Competence

Intercept 3.93 (.06) 68.79 < .001

Within-Person (Level 1)

Candidate .14 (.07) 1.94 .05

Election .12 (.06) 1.83 .07

Candidate × Election .03 (.08) .31 .76

Between-Person (Level 2)

Benevolent Sexism (BS) −.04 (.06) .73 .47

Election Attitudes (EA) .01 (.02) .61 .55

Interactions Between Level 1 and Level 2

Candidate × BS .15 (.07) 2.04 .04

Candidate × EA −.03 (.03) 1.17 .24

Election × BS .07 (.07) 1.02 .31

Election × EA −.04 (.03) 1.51 .11

Candidate × Election × BS −.23 (.10) 2.45 .02

Candidate × Election × EA .08 (.05) 1.49 .14

(b) Trustworthiness

Intercept 3.39 (.06) 54.72 < .001

Within-Person (Level 1)

Candidate .34 (.09) 3.63 <.001

Election .08 (.08) 1.05 .29

Candidate × Election −.06 (.13) .45 .65

Between-Person (Level 2)

Benevolent Sexism (BS) −.02 (.08) .20 .84

Election Attitudes (EA) .03 (.03) 1.14 .26

Interactions Between Level 1 and Level 2

Candidate × BS .07 (.10) .68 .50

Candidate × EA −.04 (.04) .95 .34

Election × BS .04 (.09) .45 .66

Election × EA −.03 (.03) .95 .34

Candidate × Election × BS −.06 (.14) .45 .65

Candidate × Election × EA .01 (.05) .25 .80
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Verifying Competence-Specific Effects

We did not find support for the possibility that more perceived
competence reflected a broader positivity bias in perceptions
of Clinton with more benevolent sexism. Specifically, there
were no significant effects of participants’ Benevolent Sexism
on Trustworthiness Ratings of participants’ face classification
images (see Table 2b).

Discussion

Study 1 showed that benevolent, and not hostile, sexism pre-
dicted more positive attitudes toward Donald Trump’s presi-
dential candidacy and the 2016 United States election out-
come in which Trump won. One interpretation of this finding
is that it conceptually replicates work showing that benevo-
lent, and not hostile, sexism predicts upholding traditional
gender roles in masculine positions (Glick and Fiske 2001;
Hideg and Ferris 2016; King et al. 2012), such as the presi-
dency (Paul and Smith 2008; Smith et al. 2007). Indeed, fa-
voring men’s candidacies maintains the masculine nature of
the presidency (Smith et al. 2007) and the stereotype that men
are better suited for politics (Bracic et al. 2018) because there
has never been a female United States president. These find-
ings notably contrast work showing hostile sexism to predict
favorable opinions about Donald Trump (Bock et al. 2017;
Ratliff et al. 2017). Past work has largely focused on attitudes
toward Trump, the candidate, versus the idea of his candidacy.
One possibility is that hostile sexism relates more strongly to
attitudes toward a male candidate than the tradition main-
tained by his candidacy (i.e., that men, not women, should

hold powerful political positions). Although beyond the scope
of this work to disentangle, future work may examine this
possibility.

At the same time, Study 1 tested for a positive relationship
between benevolent sexism and perceptions of Clinton’s com-
petence. This relationship did not generalize to trait percep-
tions of trustworthiness from Clinton’s face, meaning benev-
olent sexism did not elicit broadly more positive trait impres-
sions of her. That benevolent sexism predicted more compe-
tent perceptions of Clinton’s face is suggestive of theoretical
models of shifting standards (Biernat 2003). Past shifting stan-
dards work has shown that with more prejudice, people have a
larger shift in the baseline level of a trait against which target
group members may be compared within their group (Biernat
andManis 1994). Speculatively, that baseline could be a lower
competency standard for women among people higher in be-
nevolent sexism. A lower baseline for women’s competency
would allow benevolent sexists to perceive women as espe-
cially competent because she would be compared to other
women for whom a stereotype of lower competency would
be more applicable. Benevolent sexism did not predict com-
petence perceptions of Trump, speculatively because his char-
acterization might not counter a presumed baseline of higher
male competency.

Our finding that benevolent sexism only predicted
Clinton’s perceived competence pre-election also suggests
the possibility that, reflecting shifting standards, her compe-
tence was evaluated relative to a baseline of lower female
competency. Because Clinton lost the election, she would
not defy a stereotype of lower female competency after her
loss to the degree that she did when she was expected to win.
That is, benevolent sexists might not see her as especially

Fig. 2 Regression lines for
benevolent sexism effects on
competence perceptions of
Hillary Clinton pre-election
(black line) and post-election
(gray line) and example
classification images from one
participant low in benevolent
sexism (.70) and one high in
benevolent sexism (3.90) from
study 1
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competent compared to other women given her loss. Such a
pattern is consistent with work showing that leaders who com-
mit errors (e.g., mismanage their business) are perceived as
being less competent (Thoroughgood et al. 2013). This find-
ing also suggests that representations of traits in faces are not
static. Although it is well-known that attitudes affect how
traits are perceived in faces (e.g., Dotsch et al. 2008), our
finding complements the impression updating literature (e.g.,
Mende-Siedlecki et al. 2013) by being the first known to sug-
gest that representations of traits in faces may differ based on
context.

In Study 1, competence was inferred through independent
ratings of face classification images and not participants’ ex-
plicit evaluations. Using reverse correlation to test for a rela-
tionship between benevolent sexism and perceived compe-
tence of Clinton was beneficial because it allowed for evalu-
ations of Clinton to be potentially less affected by desirability
to be consistent with partisan beliefs (as in Wright and
Tomlinson 2018). However, a limitation of reverse correlation
is that it cannot elucidate the group against which Clinton’s
competence was evaluated (e.g., if she was compared to other
women). Further, although reverse correlation is widely used
to estimate trait perceptions in faces (e.g., Dotsch et al. 2008;
Ratner et al. 2014; Young et al. 2014), we cannot rule out that
representations of Clinton’s face reflected participants’ own
perceptions of her competency versus media depictions that
weremore goal-relevant for certain perceivers. Finally, Hillary
Clinton and Donald Trump are so well known and polarizing
that it is possible that they are not truly representative of peo-
ple in prominent positions. These limitationsmake it unclear if
the positive relationship between benevolent sexism and per-
ceived competence shown in Study 1 extends to other women
in prominent positions. To address these limitations, we ma-
nipulated the gender against which an unidentified senator’s
competence would be evaluated and obtained explicit compe-
tence evaluations of this senator in Study 2.

Study 2

Study 2 examined if people higher in benevolent sexism use
shifting standards when they evaluate a woman in a prominent
leadership position. Specifically, the goal of Study 2 was to
determine if benevolent sexism positively related to perceiv-
ing women as more competent when evaluating them against
other women versus against other men. The extent to which
women are perceived as more competent against women than
they are against men would reflect the extent of shifting stan-
dards (Biernat and Manis 1994). We tested for this possibility
using explicit competence evaluations of unidentified female
and male U.S. senators. Critically, we manipulated the

reference category (i.e., evaluating senators against men or
women) used whenmaking competence evaluations. If people
higher in benevolent sexism have a lower competency stan-
dard for women, benevolent sexism should positively relate to
the extent of shifting standards when evaluating a woman’s
competency. That is, benevolent sexism should positively re-
late to evaluating a woman asmore competent relative to other
women versus other men (Hypothesis 1).

At the same time, we tested if people higher in benevolent
sexism nevertheless maintained traditional gender roles. In
Study 1, this idea was reflected in benevolent sexism
predicting favorable attitudes toward the 2016 presidential
election outcome in which a man was successful. In Study 2,
we extended this idea by examining if benevolent sexism pos-
itively related to men or negatively related to women being
expected to be extremely successful as a senator (Hypothesis
2). Finally, we also tested if the extent of shifting standards
when evaluating women mediated a relationship between be-
nevolent sexism and expectations of women’s success to link
shifting standards to both benevolent sexism and negative
outcomes for women. These patterns would extend the litera-
ture by showing that stronger benevolent sexists acknowledge
women’s high achievements by evaluating them as especially
competent (via shifting standards), yet ultimately have expec-
tations of men, and not of women, being successful in prom-
inent positions.

Method

Participants

Two hundred individuals recruited from Amazon Mechanical
Turk participated. This sample size was chosen to ensure that
usable data emerged from at least 30 participants who were
either high or low in benevolent sexism and who evaluated a
male or female senator (e.g., at least 120 participants total; see
Results). Participants provided informed consent and were
compensated $.50. Eleven adults were excluded for failing a
manipulation check, yielding 189 analyzed adults (Mage =
38.42 years, SD = 12.25, 86 female).

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to evaluate a female sen-
ator (n = 90) or a male senator (n = 99). A Chi-square test
showed male and female participants were evenly distributed
across conditions, χ2(1, n = 189) = 1.34, p = .25. We manipu-
lated Target Gender between-subjects because we did not
want evaluations of one target to influence evaluations of a
new target, potentially clouding Target Gender interactions
with other variables. Participants were told they would be
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evaluating the senator’s job performance. We next oriented
participants to thinking about job performance relative to
others using a method from shifting standards work (e.g.,
Biernat and Manis 1994). Participants were told:

Think about people who are United States senators.
Now think about 100 women [men] in the population.
Some of these people will do well in this profession, and
some will not. Please distribute these 100 women [men]
into these bins based on the probability of their doing
well in this profession.

The levels of the bins were Bextremely unlikely,^ Bmoderately
likely,^ Bslightly unlikely,^ Bneither likely nor unlikely,^
Bslightly likely,^ Bmoderately likely,^ and Bextremely likely.^
That is, participants might mark 100 in the Bextremely
unlikely^ bin or mark a more even distribution of women
across the bins. Although there were seven bins, these bins
did not constitute a continuous variable. Our hypotheses
regarded the effects of benevolent sexism on expectations of
men and women being extremely likely to be successful in
prominent political positions. Analyses thus focused on the
bin best reflecting that idea. Analyses of other bins were not
conducted because they were either irrelevant to (e.g., being
binned as slightly likely to be successful) or redundant with
(e.g., being binned as extremely unlikely to be successful) our
research questions. It was important for participants to distrib-
ute among bins to be consistent with related work similarly
orienting participants to thinking about performance relative
to others (Biernat and Manis 1994). Participants were then
told, BFor the next several questions, I want you to imagine
a female [male] senator who is likely to be successful in that
position.^

To manipulate a reference category within-subjects, and
thus to determine if benevolent sexism related to higher com-
petence evaluations of women relative to other women versus
men (i.e., shifting standards), the next four randomly present-
ed questions involved evaluating the target’s competence rel-
ative to other women or other men using 7-point scales.
Manipulating reference category within-subjects was impor-
tant because it allowed us to determine how the same partic-
ipants evaluated a senator when placed in different contexts
(i.e., evaluated against women versus men). Two questions
evaluated the target’s competence relative to other women
(e.g., BRelative to other women, how competent would you
expect this person to be when performing the responsibilities
of a senator?^ where 1 = not at all competent to 7 = very com-
petent; BRelative to other women, at what percentage of the
responsibilities of a senator would you expect this person to be
more competent?^ where 1 = < 10% to 7 = > 90%) and two
questions evaluated the target’s competence relative to other
men. The order of these questions was randomized across
participants. The two responses evaluating competence

relative to other women were correlated and reliable,
r(187) = .65, p < .001 (Cronbach’s α = .78), and the two re-
sponses evaluating competence relative to other men were
correlated and reliable, r(187) = .55, p < .001 (Cronbach’s
α = .70). We thus averaged the two evaluations relative to
other women and the two evaluations relative to other men
for all analyses. Competence evaluations of the female target
relative to women versus relative to men reflected the extent
of shifting standards and served as the dependent variable in
the following analyses.

Participants then indicated the percentage of senators they
believed were male using a scale ranging from 0% to 100% in
10% increments and completed the ASI. Responses on the
ASI were reliable (Hostile sexism Cronbach’s α = .92;
Benevolent sexism Cronbach’s α = .88). Like Study 1, partic-
ipants reported more benevolent (M = 2.24, SD = 1.10) than
hostile (M = 1.93, SD = 1.17) sexism, t(188) = 3.89, p < .001,
d = .28. Benevolent and hostile sexism were also correlated,
r(187) = .52, p < .001. Male participants (M = 2.20, SD =
1.11) reported more hostile sexism than did female partici-
pants (M = 1.61, SD = 1.17), t(187) = 3.57, p < .001, d = .52.
Male (M = 2.37, SD = 1.02) and female (M = 2.09, SD = 1.17)
participants did not differ in their benevolent sexism, t(187) =
1.79, p = .08, d = .26. Because these data suggest some gender
differences in sexism, we modeled participants’ gender in the
following analyses to test for gender effects beyond our a
priori hypotheses. Participants believed that 76.83% (SD =
11.78) of senators are male, consistent with political offices
being predominantly held by men. When data were collected
(October 2017), 79% of U.S. senators were male. Lastly, par-
ticipants identified the target individual (e.g., female senator)
to ensure they had paid attention to the task. As we noted
previously, 11 participants who responded incorrectly were
excluded.

Results

Hypothesis 1: Benevolent Sexism Will Positively Relate
to Shifting Standards toward Women

Shifting standards is defined as the extent to which a target is
evaluated differently against one group versus another. We
therefore created a difference score to isolate the extent to
which participants evaluated a woman as competent relative
to other women versus the extent to which they evaluated her
as competent relative to other men. To examine if benevolent
sexism related to more shifting standards in evaluations of
women’s competence, we regressed competence evaluations
of women versus men on Target Gender (coded as 0 =man
and 1 = woman), Benevolent Sexism (mean centered), and
their interaction. The model was significant, F(3, 185) =
5.19, p = .002, f2 = .08, R2 = .08. There was no effect of be-
nevolent sexism (b = −.009, SE = .10, t = .09, p = .93). There
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was an effect of Target Gender (b = .36, SE = .16, t = 2.18,
p = .03), suggesting more shifting standards when evaluating
female versus male targets.

Supporting Hypothesis 1, an interaction between
Benevolent Sexism and Target Gender qualified these effects
(b = .33, SE = .15, t = 2.22, p = .03) (see Fig. 3). When evalu-
ating female target senators, benevolent sexism positively re-
lated to evaluating targets as more competent against women
versus men (b = .32, SE = .11, t = 2.98, p = .003). That is, par-
ticipants higher in benevolent sexism evaluated the same
woman as being more competent when she was compared to
other women than when she was compared to men. When
evaluating male targets, benevolent sexism did not relate to
competence evaluations against women versus men (b =
−.009, SE = .10, t = .08, p = .93). (See the online supplement
for regressions on evaluations against other women and
against other men, as well as for analyses using hostile
sexism.)

Unlike Study 1, male and female participants showed some
differences in sexism. To rule out that the present effects dif-
fered by participant gender, we included Participant Gender
and its interactions with the other variables in a second model.
The second model did not account for more variance than the
first model (R2 change = .01).

Hypothesis 2: Benevolent Sexism Will Relate to Expectations
of Male Success

In Study 1, benevolent sexism predicted favorable attitudes
toward an outcome in which a man was successful and the
masculine nature of the presidency was maintained (e.g., Paul
and Smith 2008; Smith et al. 2007). To complement this find-
ing, we examined if benevolent sexism related to expectations
of men’s and women’s success as senators. Here, we exam-
ined the number of men and women expected to do extremely
well as senators. Supporting Hypothesis 2, benevolent sexism
corresponded with more men binned as extremely likely to do

well, r(97) = .24, p = .02. Benevolent sexism, however, was
not significantly related to women being binned as being ex-
tremely likely to do well, r(88) = .10, p = .34.

It may seem counterintuitive that benevolent sexism was
not significantly related to expectations of women being suc-
cessful as senators. Shifting standards, however, might allow
for people higher in benevolent sexism to evaluate women as
highly competent yet not expect their success at the same time.
To address this possibility, we tested if the extent to which
people evaluated women as more being competent relative
to women versus men (i.e., the extent of shifting standards)
mediated a relationship between benevolent sexism and wom-
en being binned as extremely likely to dowell as a senator (see
Fig. 4). A non-significant total effect does not prohibit testing
for an indirect effect (Hayes 2009). We conducted this analy-
sis using PROCESS for SPSS (Hayes 2012) with 5000 boot-
strap samples for bias-corrected confidence intervals.

Shifting standards mediated a relationship between lower
expectations of women’s success and evaluations of compe-
tence (b = −1.37, SE = .79, 95% CI [−3.24, −.21]).
Specifically, even though benevolent sexism did not predict
the likelihood that women were binned as being extremely
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Fig. 3 In study 2, benevolent
sexism predicted the extent of
shifting standards in competence
evaluations of women, and not
men, in a prominent position
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Fig. 4 Shifting standards mediated a relationship between benevolent
sexism and expectations of women’s success as a senator. Coefficients
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likely to do well as a senator (b = 2.09, SE = 2.16, t = .97,
p = .33, 95% CI [−2.19, 6.39]), it positively related to the
extent to which shifting standards were used to evaluate her
competence (b = .32, SE = .11, t = 3.04, p = .003, 95% CI [.11,
.54]). Benevolent sexism also predicted the extent to which
shifting standards negatively related to women being binned
as being extremely likely to do well as a senator (b = −4.21,
SE = 2.12, t = 1.99, p = .049, 95% CI [−8.43, −.003]).
Benevolent sexism thus related to lower expectations of
women’s success through more use of shifting standards to
evaluate her competence.

Discussion

Study 1 tested for and found a positive relationship between
benevolent sexism and competence evaluations of prominent
women. Study 2 conceptually replicated and elaborated on
this finding by showing that benevolent sexism positively
related to evaluating a female senator as more competent
when she was evaluated relative to other women than relative
to other men.

Study 2 suggests shifting standards as a process underlying
the key finding of Study 1. Because the category against
which a target was evaluated was explicitly manipulated, we
could show that benevolent sexism positively related to a fe-
male senator being evaluated as more competent when she
was evaluated against a group stereotyped to be less compe-
tent. This finding is important because it may illustrate one
way benevolent sexists are unlikely to be perceived as
prejudiced (Barreto and Ellemers 2005): Benevolent sexists
may praise a high achieving woman as being especially com-
petent given a lower baseline against which to compare her.
This finding also informs Study 1 by supporting the possibil-
ity that Clinton was evaluated as especially competent by
people higher in benevolent sexism because she was evaluated
against other women. Higher benevolent sexism did not yield
male senators being evaluated as more competent against
women versus against men. Speculatively, this could be be-
cause benevolent sexism is related to chivalry more so than
antagonism toward women (Glick and Fiske 1997). That is,
rating a man as more competent relative to women than to
men could be construed as antagonistic. Alternatively, partic-
ipants may feel as though explicitly endorsing a man as espe-
cially competent against women as compared to against men
is not socially desirable and avoid that response. Future work
may disentangle these possibilities.

Although showing that benevolent sexism positively relat-
ed to using shifting standards to evaluate women’s compe-
tence, Study 2 also showed benevolent sexism related to
expecting more male success and less female success. Here,
higher benevolent sexism positively related to men being ex-
pected to do extremely well as a senator. Despite higher

benevolent sexists’ evaluations of female senators as especial-
ly competent in some circumstances (i.e., when evaluated
against women), higher benevolent sexism is nevertheless as-
sociated with expectations of male success. Further, whereas
benevolent sexists used shifting standards more to evaluate
women’s competence, greater use of shifting standards related
to expecting fewer women to be successful as senators. The
present data provide initial evidence that evaluating women as
especially competent relative to other women (instead of rel-
ative to men) may be a way for people higher in benevolent
sexism to outwardly praise some women yet ultimately expect
them to be less successful.

General Discussion

Over two studies, we examined how benevolent sexism af-
fects competence evaluations of women in prominent political
positions. Women are stereotyped to be less competent than
men are (Broverman et al. 1972). Reflecting shifting stan-
dards, stereotypes lower the standard more prejudiced people
use to evaluate stereotyped group members (Biernat and
Manis 1994). Evaluating a woman’s competence using
shifting standards may allow a woman to be perceived as
especially competent (relative to a low baseline) by people
who more strongly endorse benevolent sexism. Using differ-
ent methods, Studies 1 and 2 supported this possibility. This
possibility, however, would not preclude higher benevolent
sexists from supporting men for prominent positions or
expecting them to be more successful. Indeed, favorable atti-
tudes and expectations toward men reaching prominent posi-
tions emerged across both studies. Linking shifting standards
to expectations of women’s success, shifting standards medi-
ated a relationship between benevolent sexism and expecta-
tions of women’s success in Study 2. This finding suggests
that shifting standards may allow stronger benevolent sexists
to outwardly praise women yet maintain stereotypic expecta-
tions of their lower success.

Study 1 showed that benevolent sexism predicted lower
opposition to Donald Trump’s presidential candidacy and
more favorable attitudes toward the 2016 United States elec-
tion outcome. Paralleling Study 1, Study 2 showed benevolent
sexism to be positively associated with men being expected to
be successful as senators. These patterns conceptually repli-
cated work showing that benevolent sexism relates to main-
taining gender roles (e.g., Hideg and Ferris 2016) through
upholding a tradition of men in prominent political offices
(Paul and Smith 2008; Smith et al. 2007). At the same time,
Study 1 found a positive relationship between benevolent sex-
ism and the perceived competence of Hillary Clinton.
Suggesting that this pattern reflected shifting standards,
Study 2 showed that benevolent sexism positively related to
evaluating a female senator as especially competent when she
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was evaluated against other women relative to when she was
evaluated against other men. Study 2 supports the possibility
that benevolent sexism positively related to perceptions of
Clinton’s competence because she was naturally evaluated
against a within-group standard of other women versus a stan-
dard encompassing several groups or men alone.

Study 2 also showed that the extent to which women are
evaluated as being more competent when compared to other
women than when compared to other men related to both
benevolent sexism and expectations of women’s success.
Using shifting standards when evaluating prominent women
may allow benevolent sexists to praise these women as com-
petent and maintain lower expectations of their success at the
same time. Speculatively, lower expectations may allow for
traditional gender roles to be maintained through the endorse-
ment of men’s candidacies. Indeed, gendered stereotypes that
men are better suited for politics that positively relate to
supporting male (versus female) candidates (Bracic et al.
2018) could elicit more use of shifting standards when evalu-
ating women for political positions. Future work might direct-
ly address this possibility.

Our findings extend the literatures on benevolent sexism
and shifting standards. Speaking to the former, our data sug-
gest that benevolent sexists might not have more positive
characterizations of women (Glick and Fiske 2001). Instead,
benevolent sexists might be more likely to use shifting stan-
dards to maintain positive characterizations while upholding
traditional gender roles. Speaking to the latter, the present
findings conceptually replicate work showing that higher
prejudiced individuals use shifting standards more (Biernat
and Manis 1994), and they show how shifting standards
may reconcile positive attitudes toward stereotyped group
members with stereotypic expectations for them. Women in
prominent political positions may be evaluated as highly com-
petent because they are compared to a lower within-group
competency standard.

Limitations

A key strength of Study 1 was its ecological validity.
However, although a positive relationship between benevolent
sexism and Hillary Clinton’s perceived competence is theoret-
ically consistent with her being evaluated against other wom-
en, a limitation of Study 1 was that it did not determine the
group against which she was evaluated. Study 2 addressed this
limitation using an explicit manipulation of the group against
which a female senator would be evaluated. It will be impor-
tant, however, for future work to develop strategies to deter-
mine if shifting standards actually elicit especially competent
evaluations of specific prominent women because more wom-
en are garnering attention on the national stage. A second
limitation regards that women in high political power vary in
the degree to which they defy traditional gender roles.

Although Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin (a U.S. vice presi-
dential nominee in 2008) were both candidates for high polit-
ical offices, for instance, Clinton was perceived to defy tradi-
tional gender roles more so than Palin (Carlin and Winfrey
2009; Gervais and Hillard 2011). Interestingly, benevolent
sexism positively related to support for Palin in 2008 even
though Clinton was perceived as more competent (Gervais
and Hillard 2011). These findings raise the possibility that
the mechanism discussed in the current work could be more
applicable to women in prominent positions who defy gender
roles versus women in prominent positions overall. It will be
important for future work to examine the reach of the present
findings.

Future Directions

Evaluating prominent women against other women might al-
low for a discrepancy in how people higher in benevolent
sexism reconcile a woman’s high achievements with not
supporting her. Another factor potentially contributing to this
discrepancy is the media’s focus on the novelty of having
women in leadership positions rather than on their qualifica-
tions, a factor undermining their legitimacy (Meeks 2013).
This undermining may be particularly important for women
striving for male-dominated positions because perceptions of
these women as novel may overshadow their competency.
Indeed, the male-dominated history of the presidency suggests
that a man Bshould be^ president, meaning that female candi-
dates face an uphill battle because their gender contrasts how
the position has been traditionally situated (Prentice and
Carranza 2002).

Further, the gendered nature of positions like the U.S. pres-
idency may yield backlash toward female candidates.
Although prominent women may, in part, overcome the ste-
reotype of being less competent than men are, they may face
penalties for behaving in counter-stereotypic ways (Phelan
et al. 2008), a pattern prevalent among female leaders
(Rudman et al. 2012). Indeed, women who succeed in male-
dominated professions are perceived as competent, but also as
lacking warmth (Eagly and Karau 2002; Heilman et al. 2004).
These findings suggest that sexism may relate to negative
outcomes due to perceiving prominent women as lacking
warmth rather than because they are evaluated against other
women as suggested by the present work. Trait perceptions of
trustworthiness (a trait closely related to warmth; Fiske et al.
2007) in Hillary Clinton’s face, however, were not predicted
by benevolent sexism in Study 1. It will be important for
future work to examine backlash effects in their connection
to the effects of comparing prominent women to other women
on evaluating competence.

Finally, the present work focused onwomen in traditionally
masculine positions illustrated shifting standards as way for
people higher in benevolent sexism to evaluate these women
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as especially competent. At the same time, benevolent sexism
predicted support for men. It is possible that benevolent sex-
ism may only elicit this discrepancy for traditionally mascu-
line positions like the U.S. presidency (Smith et al. 2007).
When a position involves leadership but does not defy tradi-
tional gender roles (e.g., kindergarten teacher), benevolent
sexismmay predict especially competent evaluations of wom-
en and support for women at the same time. It will be impor-
tant for future work to examine how the nature of a prominent
position may lead to discrepant versus convergent evaluations
of competence and support of women.

Practice Implications

The present work may be relevant to vetting political candi-
dates and understanding gender inequality in the workplace.
Illustrating that benevolent sexists evaluate prominent women
as especially competent when compared to women versus
men is important because simply stating that a woman is very
competent may lead people to question if sexism still contrib-
utes to prominent women not receiving support (e.g., Hillary
Clinton’s electoral defeats; Lawless 2009). Because hiring
committee members may agree that a female candidate is
competent, for example, they may not feel as though sexism
contributed to a male candidate being chosen for a position.
The present work suggests that being evaluated as very com-
petent will elicit less support if evaluations are based on com-
parisons to people stereotyped to be less competent—
evaluations affected by sexism. Indeed, although women
may be more likely to make a short list for a stereotypically
masculine job, they are less likely to be hired for that job
(Biernat and Fuegen 2001).Womenmay be initially evaluated
as especially competent and make short lists because they are
more likely to be compared to other women. This tendency
still allows for the stereotypic belief that women are less com-
petent overall and could result in less likelihood of hiring,
among other reasons (e.g., Eagly and Karau 2002). The pres-
ent studies point to shifting standards as a potential route by
which prominent women may be acknowledged yet ultimate-
ly overlooked. Future work may examine how these findings
translate into gender inequality in both representation and in
the workplace and the political stage.

Conclusion

The current studies further our understanding of how benevo-
lent sexism impacts competence evaluations of women in
prominent positions. Our studies suggest the possibility that
evaluations of women as especially competent may not be ben-
eficial even though theymay seem to be on a superficial level. It
will be important for future work to consider these effects of
benevolent sexism when developing strategies to reduce the
negative effects of sexism on women in everyday life.
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