
How information on sexism may increase women's perceptions of
being excluded, threaten fundamental needs, and lower career
motivation
Doolaard, F.T.; Lelieveld, G. -J.; Noordewier, M.K.; Beest, I. van; Dijk, E. van

Citation
Doolaard, F. T., Lelieveld, G. -J., Noordewier, M. K., Beest, I. van, & Dijk, E. van. (2022).
How information on sexism may increase women's perceptions of being excluded, threaten
fundamental needs, and lower career motivation. European Journal Of Social Psychology,
52(3), 405-419. doi:10.1002/ejsp.2825
 
Version: Publisher's Version
License: Creative Commons CC BY 4.0 license
Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3443703
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3443703


Received: 2 September 2020 Accepted: 10 November 2021

DOI: 10.1002/ejsp.2825

R E S E A RCH ART I C L E

How information on sexismmay increasewomen’s perceptions
of being excluded, threaten fundamental needs, and lower
careermotivation

Frank T. Doolaard1 Gert-Jan Lelieveld1 Marret K. Noordewier1 Ilja van Beest2

Eric van Dijk1

1 Institute of Psychology, Leiden University,

Leiden, the Netherlands

2 Department of Social Psychology, Tilburg

University, Tilburg, Noord-Brabant, the

Netherlands

Correspondence

FrankDoolaard, InstituteofPsychology, Leiden

University, P.O.Box9555, 2300RBLeiden, the

Netherlands.

Email: f.t.doolaard@fsw.leidenuniv.nl

Abstract

The current research investigates the effects of exposure to information about the

prevalence of sexism in society on women’s perceptions, needs, expectations, and

career motivation.We propose that such exposure to sexism prevalencemay threaten

women’s fundamental need to belong, and induces perceptions of social exclusion.

Study 1 provided correlational evidence that perceiving society as sexist relates to

increased perceptions of being excluded. Three experimental studies demonstrated

that exposure to information about sexism in the form of fictional research results

(Study 2), or actual newspaper articles (Studies 3 and 4), increased women’s experi-

ences of social exclusion. Exposure to such information also lowered women’s gender-

related expectations of achieving their preferred position in society, and reduced

careermotivation. Together, the article provides insight into the experiential andmoti-

vational reactions to sexism in society.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Gender inequality remains a pervasive problem in society. Although

hostile and openly sexist ideas and attitudes towards women have

been on the decline for a long time (Glick & Fiske, 2011; Swim &

Cohen, 1997), gender inequality in society remains. This suggests that

although sexism is less visible, women are still structurally disadvan-

taged (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005; Swim et al., 1995; Vinnicombe et al.,

2019). Indeed, women often hold less powerful positions in society

compared to men, and tend to get paid less for the same jobs (Euro-

pean Commission, 2019; Petersen & Morgan, 1995), for example in

academia (DeGoede et al., 2016).

The prevalence of inequality and sexism are often discussed in the

media. This increases awareness of the problem (i.e., it improves “bias
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literacy”; Pietri et al., 2017) and can be a prerequisite to change things

for the better in the long run. Still, the initial impact that exposure

to such information may have on women’s perceptions, feelings, and

motivation has received relatively little attention. From the social

exclusion literature we predict that such information about discrim-

ination against one’s group could induce or intensify perceptions

of being socially excluded, and threaten the fulfillment of people’s

fundamental needs of belonging, self-esteem, control, and purpose in

life (Williams, 2007). Being made aware or reminded of the prevalence

of sexism, gender inequality, or the gender pay gap may thus raise

awareness of the problem, but also increase immediate perceptions of

being socially excluded and threaten fundamental needs. This is impor-

tant, because these factors may eventually impact women’s career

motivations.
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1.1 Social exclusion and fundamental needs

When people are excluded (i.e., rejected, neglected, or not fully

accepted), this may threaten their fundamental needs (Wesselmann &

Williams, 2017; Williams & Nida, 2017). People have a fundamental

need to belong to groups and form relationships with others (Baumeis-

ter & Leary, 1995). When these ties with others are threatened, peo-

ple experience a reduced sense of belonging, but also their self-esteem,

senseof control, and their idea of purpose in life are negatively affected

(Leary, 2001; Williams, 2007). Being excluded also comes with nega-

tive affect (Williams, 2009; Williams & Nida, 2017), and immediately

triggers hurt feelings, a reaction that has been likened to physical pain

(Eisenberger et al., 2006).

For women, exposure to information about the prevalence of sex-

ismmay activate the perception that they are personally more likely to

experience rejection in society. This threat of rejection is likely to be

registered, as research has shown that people constantlymonitor their

social environments for signs that they may be excluded, to be able

to avoid this (Kerr & Levine, 2008; Wesselmann et al., 2009; Williams,

2009). Even rather minimal and ambiguous signs that threaten inclu-

sion (e.g., a brief silence in a conversation, someone not making eye

contact) are quickly attended to, and immediately trigger the negative

stateof exclusion (Koudenburget al., 2011;Williams, 2009;Wirthet al.,

2010). If even such minimal signs elicit exclusion, explicit information

about the prevalence of sexism, which is indicative of possible personal

rejection in society, is very likely to induce a sense of exclusion as well,

along with the associated threatened fundamental needs and negative

feelings.

Interestingly, even though theoretical perspectives on interpersonal

rejection posit that (gender) discrimination and social exclusion elicit

similar negative reactions (for an overview, see Smart Richman&Leary,

2009), the connection between exposure to information on sexism and

social exclusion has not been addressed empirically. Some research

suggests, however, that information that affirms the prevalence of sex-

ism may negatively affect women in other ways. For example, it has

been shown that the more information female participants received

about discrimination being the cause of rejection in a job selection

procedure, the more negative they felt (Stroebe et al., 2010b). Other

research has highlighted threats towomen’s social identities as a nega-

tive outcome of watching a video intervention that aimed to increase

awareness of gender discrimination in technical professions (Pietri

et al., 2019). Finally, general well-being has been documented as being

negatively impacted after a manipulation that increased beliefs about

the pervasiveness of sexism (detectable even one year later among

those with inactive coping styles; Foster, 2009; see also Foster et al.,

2004).

Instead of testing the impact of exposure to information that one

has personally been discriminated against (Stroebe et al., 2010b) or

about sexism in specific professions (Pietri et al., 2019), the current

article tests the impact of exposure to information about the over-

all prevalence of gender discrimination in society. In doing so, we did

not study well-being but rather—in line with the literature on social

exclusion—the possible immediate negative effects on perceptions of

being socially excluded, and associated fundamental needs of belong-

ing, control, self-esteem, and purpose in life (Williams, 2009).

Moreover, the current study investigated whether information

about sexism could reinforce the expectation to be treated unequally

(see Stroebe et al., 2010a) and discourage women to strive for equal

positions. Among members of stigmatized groups, career expecta-

tions and motivations have previously been shown to be reduced by

discrimination, or perceptions that others have negative stereotypes

about them (Stangor & Sechrist, 1998; Van Laar et al., 2010, 2013).

By activating the perception that women are discriminated against in

society, information about sexismmay similarly reduce gender-related

career expectations and motivations. In the current study, we also

test whether perceptions of being excluded, negative feelings, and the

reduced need fulfillment that women may experience after exposure

to information on sexism, may in part explain demotivation in the job

market (see Lustenberger & Jagacinski, 2010). Finally, we test whether

reduced gender-related career expectations also contribute to the

lowered career motivation, as we reasoned that low expectations of

success could undermine the motivation to achieve higher positions,

which would be consistent with expectancy-based motivation models

(e.g., Vroom, 1964; Wanous et al., 1983) that postulate that motiva-

tion for a given behavior or action is determined mostly by people’s

expectations that a preferred outcome is achieved.

To summarize, the current article tests women’s immediate reac-

tions to exposure to information on sexism in society. Because we

were not only interested in women’s perceptions of being excluded,

threatened fundamental needs, and negative feelings, but also in

women’s gender-related career expectations and motivation in the

job market, our four studies focused specifically on women who were

relatively ambitious to achieve high positions in the job market. Using

findings from the social exclusion literature, we predict that being

informed or made aware of sexism in society can induce perceptions

of being excluded, and consequently harm the fundamental needs

and evoke negative feelings. In addition, we test whether women’s

gender-related career expectations and motivation in the job market

are negatively affected by information about sexism, and explore

if women’s perceptions of exclusion, need threats, feelings, and/or

gender-related career expectations to be treated unequally mediate

the effect on career motivation. First, a correlational study (Study 1)

tests whether womenwith stronger perceptions that sexism is present

in society also experience stronger personal perceptions of being

excluded and lowered gender-related career expectations andmotiva-

tion in the job market. Next, in Studies 2, 3, and 4, we manipulate the

information that participants are exposed to, and so test experimen-

tally whether exposure to information about the prevalence of sexism,

in the form of fictitious research results (Study 2) or actual newspaper

articles (Studies 3 and 4), directly induces exclusion perceptions, and

the negative career effects. In all studies, all exclusion criteria, mea-

sures, and conditions (where applicable) are reported, and no analyses

were made before data collection was terminated. Without a clear

benchmark or prior studies to go on, we decided to collect data using

a sample size of 250 for the correlational study. In the experimental

studies, at least 50 participants were recruited per cell. For each study,
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we report a sensitivity power analysis. All studies were approved by

the Psychology Research Ethics Committee of Leiden University.

2 STUDY 1

Being informed or aware about the prevalence of sexism in society

may intensify the perception of being socially excluded. As a first step

of testing this possible impact of awareness of sexism, Study 1 tested

whether female participants who currently had a stronger perception

that women are discriminated against in society, also experienced a

stronger sense of personal exclusion, negative feelings, and threats to

their fundamental needs.Moreover,we testedwhether this perception

was negatively related to gender-related expectations of success and

motivation in the jobmarket.

2.1 Methods

2.1.1 Participants and design

Through the online Prolific network, 256 British female participants

between 18 and 50 years old were recruited. As this study also

assessed career expectations and motivations, only participants with

at least a Bachelor’s degree were selected to participate, to increase

the possibility of obtaining a sample that would be relatively ambitious

to achieve high positions in the jobmarket. Career ambition turned out

to be reasonably high in the sample (M= 4.9, SD= 1.6, on a seven-point

scale).1 Seven respondents were removed from the data set, because

they did not finish the entire survey (n = 5), or did not identify as

female (n = 2). A sensitivity power analysis with β = .80 and α = .05

showed that with this remaining sample of N = 249 (mean age 32.9,

SD = 7.5), the minimum effect size to consider the observed effect as

relevant is ρ = .18. The preregistration for Study 1 can be found at

https://osf.io/gqw7s.

2.1.2 Procedure

After agreeing with the consent form, participants answered a series

of questions (full questions can be found in the preregistration for this

study). All items were answered on a 7-point scale with 1 = Totally dis-

agree, 7 = Totally agree, unless noted otherwise. First, participants indi-

cated their agreement with five statements, measuring the extent to

which they perceived society to be sexist (e.g., “Discrimination against

women is still a problem”, α = .85, adapted from the modern sexism

scale, Swim, et al., 1995; as in Barreto & Ellemers, 2005).

Then, two itemsmeasuredparticipants’ perceptionof exclusion (e.g.,

“As a woman, I am excluded by society”, α = .93). With two items each,

threats to the four needsweremeasured (adapted from Lelieveld et al.,

2013): belonging (e.g., “As a woman, I do not really feel like I belong in

society”), control (e.g., “As a woman, I experience personal control over

where I end up in society”), self-esteem (e.g., “Being a woman in this

1 Career ambition was not significantly related to perceptions of society as sexist, r = .06,

p= .337.

society makes me feel good about myself”), and meaningful existence

(e.g., “Being a woman, I feel invisible in society”2). As commonly done

in social exclusion research, all items were collapsed into one measure

of need threats (α = .90; see Gerber et al., 2017).3 Feelings were mea-

sured by agreeing to the statement: “My position as awoman in society

makesme feel. . . ”, “sad”, “angry”, “hurt”, “happy”, “elated”, “cheerful”, with

the last three items reverse coded (α = .90, adapted from Van Beest &

Williams, 2006).4

Next, participants’ expectations and motivation in their careers

were measured. In an open-ended question, participants were asked

to indicate the highest position they would like to hold in working life

or society, to ensure that they had their own preferred positions in

mind when reflecting on their expectations and motivations.5 They

proceeded to indicate their expectations of achieving this position

considering gender discrimination (e.g., “Personally, I think that com-

pared to an equally skilledmale candidate,my chances of achieving this

position are much smaller”, α= .74), and the extent to which they were

motivated about achieving this position (“As a woman, how do you feel

about trying to acquire this position?” answer options 1=Demotivated,

7 =Motivated, and 1 = Discouraged, 7 = Encouraged, α = .77). To check

whether the participants who were collected through the Prolific

panel were at least moderately ambitious in their career, participants

indicated their career ambition (“In general, how ambitious do you see

yourself with regards to your career?”). Finally, participants indicated

their age and gender, and were thanked, debriefed, and paid for

participating.

2.2 Results

2.2.1 Perceptions of society as sexist

As predicted, perceiving society as more sexist was strongly and pos-

itively correlated with perceptions of being excluded from society,

2 This particular scale item (aimed to measure meaningful existence) was adapted from pre-

vious work (Lelieveld et al., 2013). Because (young) women tend to be objectified more than

men, one may wonder whether women may in general provide a relatively high score on this

item. We do, however, expect that the score would be higher when learning that one’s group

is discriminated against than when this information is not provided. It is this latter effect that

is crucial for the current purposes. Moreover, we also used a second item to assess meaningful

existence,whichwas “Being awoman in this society givesme the feeling thatmy life ismeaning-

ful”. The fact that scores on bothmeasures consistently correlated negatively in all four studies

(Study 1; −0.50, p < .001; Study 2: −0.42, p < .001; Study 3: −0.43; p < .001; Study 4: −0.36,

p< .001—i.e., higher scoreson feeling invisible camewith lower scoreson feeling lifewasmean-

ingful) substantiates this view.
3 Across all four studies, we also analyzed the effects on all four needs separately. In Study 1,

we found similar correlations between perceived sexism and the four needs. In Studies 2–4, we

found similar and significant effects of the information on sexism condition (compared to the

other conditions) on all four needs, except for the need for meaningful existence in Study 3.
4 The reason for treating need threat and feelings as separate constructs is that these con-

structs are considered theoretically distinct. Theoretically, the perceptions of threats should

not be equated with the feelings that people experience. This is why most studies on social

exclusion measure and report these concepts separately (e.g., Lelieveld et al., 2013; Van Beest

& Williams; for an overview see the meta-analysis of Hartgerink et al., 2015). To stay close to

this large body of research on social exclusion, and to be able to compare our findings to that

literature,we therefore also chose tomeasure the concepts separately.Moreover, Gerber et al.

(2017) studied the construct validity of the Need Threat scale, and showed that the scale is a

valid measure on its own.
5 In the open answers, 14 of 249 participants said they did not want to achieve any posi-

tion higher up in the workplace/society. These participants were still included in the analyses.

Excluding them yielded similar or even stronger effects, but did not lead to different conclu-

sions.

https://osf.io/gqw7s
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TABLE 1 Pearson correlations (Study 1)

1 2 3 4 5

1. Perceived Sexism

2. Perceived exclusion .53

3. Need threats 59 .78

4. Negative feelings .55 .61 .80

5. Expectations −.55 −.47 −.55 −.50

6.Motivation −.36 −.51 −.58 −.52 .51

Note. All correlations are significant with p< .001.

F IGURE 1 Significant mediators of the relation between
perceived sexism andmotivation (Study 1). Significant beta-weights
(p< .05) are indicated with an *

increased need threats, and negative feelings. Increased perceptions

of society as being sexist were strongly and negatively correlated with

expectations of acquiring a high job position despite gender discrimina-

tion, and motivation to acquire this position. All correlations between

these variables can be found in Table 1.

2.2.2 Exploratory mediation analysis

In addition to our preregistered analyses, we also tested whether the

relation between perceiving society as sexist and participants’ lower

motivation in the job market was mediated by their perceptions of

being excluded, need threats, feelings, and gender-related expecta-

tions of success in the job market. When all these factors were simul-

taneously added in a mediation analysis with 10.000 bootstrap resam-

ples, two indirect pathwayswere significant (see Figure 1): Both partic-

ipants’ expectations, b = −0.20, 95% CI [−0.31, −0.11], and their need

threats, b = −0.20, 95% CI [−0.40, −0.03], significantly mediated the

relationship betweenperceiving society as sexist, andmotivation in the

job market. The indirect effects through exclusion, b = −0.09, 95% CI

[−0.22, 0.03], and negative feelings, b = −0.09, 95% CI [−0.23, 0.04],

were not significant.

2.3 Discussion

A first correlational study shows that perceiving society as a sexist

environment was associated with an increased perception of being

excluded from society, negative feelings, and threatened fundamen-

tal needs. Moreover, perceiving society as sexist was related to

lower gender-related expectations of career achievement and reduced

career motivation. An exploratory mediation analysis further showed

that both participants’ threatened fundamental needs and their low-

ered gender-related expectations of success contributed to why they

felt less motivated about their careers. Exclusion and negative feelings

did notmediate these effects. Note that themediation analyses for this

and the subsequent studieswere exploratory and, therefore, theywere

not taken into account when deciding on the sample size. Inclusion of

additional factors inmediation analysesmay reduce power to detect all

modeled effects. The results for the mediation analyses should there-

fore be interpreted with caution; future research may benefit from

including confirmatorymediation analyses, with larger samples.

It is important to emphasize that the correlational nature of this

study does not allow the inference of any causal order of the effects. It

showed that increased perceptions of the prevalence of sexism in soci-

ety are associated with increased experiences of social exclusion, and

reduced gender-related career expectations and motivations. While

increased perceptions that women are discriminated against in society

may cause part of the reported negative effects, the reverse may also

be true. Perceptions of being excluded may contribute to the percep-

tion that women as a group are discriminated against in society. Study

2manipulated the information that participants received, to determine

whether being informed about sexism in society directly resulted in

these negative effects.

3 STUDY 2

Themainobjective of Study2was to testwhether exposure to informa-

tion on sexism in society would directly induce the perception of being

socially excluded, threatened needs, negative feelings, and reduced

gender-related career expectations and motivation, compared to a

control condition in which no information was provided. However,

additionally, exposure to information on sexism was compared to

a condition in which participants received information that denied

sexism in society. Exposure to information that denies sexism was a

relevant comparison, because this denial (i.e., the idea that sexism is

a thing of the past, that is no longer relevant in today’s society) is an

idea that is directly opposed by information about the prevalence of

sexism.

Participants’ reactions to denials of sexism could go twoways. First,

denials of sexism may affect women as negatively as information on

sexism. Denying the occurrence of sexism in society is considered a

form of modern sexism (Swim et al., 1995) that implies that women

themselves are somehow responsible and/or deserving of an inferior

position in society (Crocker & Major, 1989). Denials of sexism also
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challenge the necessity to improve women’s position (Barreto &

Ellemers, 2015; Becker & Swim, 2011). These implications may make

women feel excluded from society, resulting in threatened needs,

negative feelings, and lowered gender-related career expectations and

motivation. In line with this possibility, previous research has shown

that exposure to denials of sexism can induce fear and insecurity in

women (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005).

Alternatively, however, denials of sexismmaynot affectwomenneg-

atively. There is someempirical evidence thatmembers ofmarginalized

groups have higher overall well-being when they deny (vs. acknowl-

edge) the occurrence of discrimination, because it satisfies their need

to believe in a just world (Bahamondes et al., 2019; Napier et al., 2020).

Moreover, denials of sexismexplicitly communicate thatwomenarenot

discriminated against in society, and may thus signal an inclusive envi-

ronment that does not trigger the exclusion response. From this per-

spective, results in the denial of sexism condition would be similar to

those in the control condition.

3.1 Method

3.1.1 Participants and design

Thebetween-subjects studywith three conditions (information on sex-

ism vs. denial of sexism vs. control condition) was conducted in the Lei-

den University lab, among 159 female participants. Two participants

were removed from the analyses for not completing the survey, or not

identifying as female. A sensitivity power analysis with β = .80 and

α = .05 showed that with the remaining sample of N = 157 (mean age

20.6, SD=3.1), theminimumeffect size to consider the observed effect

as relevant is f = 0.25, or ηp2 = 0.06. The preregistration for this study

can be found at https://osf.io/pckz9.

3.1.2 Procedure and materials

After entering the lab and agreeing with the consent form, partici-

pants in the information on sexism and denial of sexism conditions read

the results of a fictional prior study. In these conditions, participants

read, respectively, that the study showed that (a) men and women

have unequal/equal chances of achievement, (b) discrimination against

women is still/no longer a problem, (c) the fact that few women hold

high positions in organizations is due to discrimination/other factors

than discrimination, (d) in Dutch society men and women are gener-

ally treated unequally/equally, and (e) women are often/almost never

treated in a sexist manner. This method was adapted from Barreto and

Ellemers (2005), who presented thesemodern sexist statements as the

opinion of most men/women, according to a previous study. As the

ingroup/outgroup source of these ideas was less relevant in this study,

the statementswere simply presented as findings froma study here. To

strengthen the manipulation, participants were asked to summarize in

a couple of sentences what the results of the study were, and addition-

ally were given 30 s to think of what the results meant for them per-

sonally.6 Participants in the control condition answered the questions

below without receiving any information about the fictitious study, so

women’s baseline state could be assessed in the absence of exposure

to any information ormention of sexism.

All participants indicated their perception of being excluded

(α= .90), need threats (α= .86), and feelings (α= .93). Questions were

largely the same as in Study 1, except that the phrase “as awoman”was

removed from the questions in all conditions, to avoid salience of par-

ticipants’ gender identity in the control condition. When necessary for

the understanding of the question, this phrase was replaced with the

more general “(given) my position in society”. The exact formulation of

each of the questions can be found in the preregistration of this study.

Finally, participantswere asked to think of the highest possible job they

would want to achieve after graduating, and answered the same ques-

tionsongender-relatedexpectations (α= .71), andmotivation (α= .72),

that were used in Study 1. At the end of the study, participants were

thanked, debriefed, and paid for participation.

3.2 Results

Results of a series ofOne-wayANOVAs (Table 2) and contrast analyses

(Table 3) support all hypotheses. First, the manipulation consistently

impacted participants’ sense of exclusion, need threats, and feelings.

It also changed their gender-related expectations of success in the job

market, and their motivation to achieve high positions in the job mar-

ket. More importantly, the simple contrasts demonstrate that in the

information on sexism condition, exclusion, need threats, and negative

feelings were increased relative to the control condition, and also rela-

tive to the denial of sexism condition.Moreover, gender-related expec-

tations of success in the job market and motivation towards achieving

a high position were decreased. Note, though, that the effect size for

expectations and motivation are lower (i.e., ηp2 = 0.05 for both) than

the value obtained in the sensitivity power analysis (i.e., ηp2 = 0.06).

Therefore, it is important to replicate these effects (see also Studies

3–4). There were no significant differences on any of these factors

between the denial of sexism and the control condition. Finally, all cor-

relations between the variables can be found in Table 4.

3.2.1 Exploratory analysis

An exploratory mediation analysis tested whether lower career moti-

vation in the information on sexism condition, was mediated by per-

ceived exclusion, need fulfillment, negative feelings, and/or gender-

related career expectations. As there were three conditions, the indi-

rect pathways were tested for the information on sexism versus denial

of sexism contrast, and the information on sexism versus control

6 These instructions were added, after the same manipulation without these instructions

yielded only null effects among a Prolific sample (preregistered here https://osf.io/anfh8/

?view_only=8e6257674bf14254a8ac1844c6242d1f). Without these instructions, the partic-

ipants possibly clicked through without seriously attending to the information in the manipu-

lation.

https://osf.io/pckz9
https://osf.io/anfh8/?view_only=8e6257674bf14254a8ac1844c6242d1f
https://osf.io/anfh8/?view_only=8e6257674bf14254a8ac1844c6242d1f
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TABLE 2 One-way ANOVA and simple contrast results, includingmeans and SDs (Study 2)

M (SD) Statistics

Information

on sexism

Denial of

sexism Control F (2, 154) p ηp2

Perceived exclusion 3.4a (1.2) 1.8b (1.2) 1.6b (1.0) 39.15 < .001 .34

Need threats 3.4a (0.9) 2.5b (0.9) 2.7b (0.9) 14.78 <.001 .16

Negative feelings 3.9a (1.4) 2.5b (1.2) 2.4b (0.9) 27.28 <.001 .26

Expectations 4.2a (1.4) 4.8b (1.6) 5.0b (1.5) 3.76 .026 .05

Motivation 4.8a (1.3) 5.4b (1.2) 5.4b (1.1) 4.10 .019 .05

Note: Different superscripts within rows indicate significant differences at p< .05.

TABLE 3 Statistics for the Contrasts Between Conditions: 1= Information on Sexism, 2=Denial of Sexism, and 3=Control (Study 2)

Statistics

F (1, 154) p d

Perceived exclusion Contrast 1–2 64.47 <.001 -1.61

Contrast 1–3 52.54 <.001 -1.33

Contrast 2–3 0.67 .414 -0.17

Need threats Contrast 1–2 18.22 <.001 -0.85

Contrast 1–3 25.58 <.001 -0.99

Contrast 2–3 0.59 .433 0.15

Negative feelings Contrast 1–2 43.07 <.001 −1.30

Contrast 1–3 38.79 <.001 −1.09

Contrast 2–3 0.13 .715 −0.08

Expectations Contrast 1–2 6.86 .010 0.53

Contrast 1–3 4.05 .046 0.39

Contrast 2–3 0.38 .537 0.12

Motivation Contrast 1–2 6.00 .015 −0.48

Contrast 1–3 6.30 .013 −0.47

Contrast 2–3 0.00 .961 0.01

TABLE 4 Pearson correlations (Study 2)

1 2 3 4

1. Perceived exclusion

2. Need threats .65

3. Negative feelings .78 .77

4. Expectations −.43 −.49 −.44

5.Motivation −.23 −.40 −.31 .30

Note. All correlations are significant with p< .001.

condition contrast. The PROCESS macro was used to dummy code

these contrasts to fit in one model (see Hayes & Preacher, 2014)

with 10,000 bootstrap resamples, and all mediators added simultane-

ously. Women’s gender-related career expectations did not mediate

the effect of information about sexism on career motivation, either

compared to the denial of sexism, b = 0.07, 95% CI [−0.01, –0.24], or

the control condition, b = 0.09, 95% CI [−0.01, –0.29]. Neither per-

ceived exclusion, b=−0.21, 95%CI [−0.58, –0.19] and b=−0.24, 95%

CI [−0.64, –0.21], respectively, or negative feelings, b = 0.03, 95% CI

[−0.41, –0.45] and b = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.44, –0.45], respectively. How-

ever, the indirect effect of sexism informationon careermotivationwas

significant through need threats (see Figure 2), both compared to the

denial of sexism, b = 0.40, 95% CI [0.10, –0.82], and the control condi-

tion, b = 0.34, 95% CI [0.07, –0.73]. This suggests that information on

sexism lowers women’s career motivation in part because it threatens

their basic needs.

3.3 Discussion

Results from Study 2 demonstrated that exposure to information

about the occurrence of sexism in society increased women’s per-

ception of being excluded from society. This exposure also resulted in

threatened fundamental needs and more negative feelings. Moreover,

it reduced gender-related expectations to acquire high positions in the
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F IGURE 2 Significant mediators of the relation between
conditions andmotivation (Study 2). Significant beta-weights (p< .05)
are indicated with an *

jobmarket despite gender inequality, and loweredmotivation to attain

such positions. An exploratory mediation analysis did not support

the idea that the negative effect of exposure to information about

sexism on career motivation was caused by reduced gender-related

expectations of what was achievable in the job market. Instead, the

negative effect on motivation could partly be explained by the expe-

rience of threats to the needs of belonging, self-esteem, control, and

purpose after reading information on sexism. Denials of sexism did

not induce negative effects relative to the control condition. In the

General Discussion, we address how this relates to other studies that

have shown harmful effects of denials of sexism.

Although Study 2 demonstrated the impact of information about

sexism on exclusion perceptions, gender-related career expectations,

and motivation, it remained mute about the role that women’s per-

sonal experiences as victims of sexism can play in this matter. In Study

3, these experiences were taken into account. Moreover, in Study 3 we

also changed the way in which participants were exposed to informa-

tion about sexism. In Study 2, the information was provided as being

part of a scientific study on sexism. Such information may be regarded

as objective and with high informational value. In real life, however,

people are often exposed to information about sexism via other media,

such as newspapers. These media may be more important to people,

but it might also more easily be discounted (as being less objective). By

usingexposure toactual newsarticles in Study3,wecould testwhether

the findings would extend beyond exposure to scientific articles. Study

3 tested whether instead of the results of a fictional study on sexism,

exposure to actual news articles about sexism would yield the same

results. Finally, for Study 3 we again used a Prolific sample to make

sure that we includedwomen of different age groups, to avoid focusing

only on younger university studentswhomay also have less powerful—

if any—positions in the jobmarket.

4 STUDY 3

Study 3 tested if the effects of information on sexism versus a control

condition that were documented in Study 2 would replicate in a set-

ting where participants read actual news articles about sexism. Again,

we predicted that perceptions of being excluded, negative feelings, and

need threatswould be higher among female participantswho read ver-

sus those who did not read news articles about sexism. We also pre-

dicted that they would have lower gender-related expectations of suc-

cess in the jobmarket, and that theywould feelmoredemotivated after

reading news articles about the occurrence of sexism.

Moreover, Study 3 explored if the impact of exposure to information

on sexism would change depending on how frequently women had

personally experienced being treated in a sexist way. Previous litera-

ture supports both the possibility that the effects would be attenuated

for women who had less frequent experiences, or attenuated for

women who had more frequent experiences with being treated in

a sexist way. First, research has demonstrated that individuals who

were personally less affected by discrimination were also more likely

to disregard information that suggested discrimination against them

(Barreto & Ellemers, 2015; Stroebe et al., 2010b). Similarly, women

who did not expect to be discriminated against have been shown to

attend less to signs of sexism (Kaiser et al., 2006). For women who

have been discriminated against less often, information about sexism

in society may thus be disregarded to a greater extent, and as a result

be less impactful. On the contrary, reduced impact of information

on sexism could be typical for women who have had more frequent

experiences with discrimination. After all, for women with frequent

first-hand experiences with being treated in a sexist way, the threat

of discrimination may generally be more active, triggering a range of

negative effects (Branscombe, 1998; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002).

For these individuals, exposure to information on the prevalence of

sexism may then have little additional impact beyond these effects.

The study was preregistered at: https://osf.io/jkqbv.

4.1 Methods

4.1.1 Participants and design

The between-subjects experiment had two conditions (information

on sexism vs. control condition), and was conducted on Prolific. As

preregistered, we aimed to collect data of 250 participants. Data of

265 British female participants between 18 and 50 years old, with

at least a Bachelor’s degree, were collected. Incomplete responses

of 13 participants were removed, and one participant who did not

identify as female was excluded from the analyses. In line with Study

1, the participants expressed reasonable career ambition (M = 4.5,

SD = 1.6). A sensitivity power analysis with β = .80 and α = .05

showed that with the sample of N = 251 (mean age 31.9, SD = 7.6),

the minimum effect size to consider the observed effect as relevant is

d= 0.31.

4.1.2 Procedure and materials

After agreeing with the terms in the consent form, participants were

informed that they would read a series of newspaper articles, and

https://osf.io/jkqbv
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answer a series of questions. Participants in the information on sexism

condition were shown screenshots containing the opening paragraphs

of six news articles,7 for 30 s each. The articles were selected from a

broad range of well-known British newspapers, and all described the

prevalence of sexism in society, for example reporting that women are

underrepresented in higher functions in the workplace, or are often

paid less than men. After reading these articles, participants were

asked to summarize the main point of the articles, and were instructed

to reflect on what the articles meant for them personally. Participants

in the control condition answered the questions belowwithout reading

any news article. They were not provided with a set of unrelated news

articles, as the impact of reading such a set of articles would be hard to

estimate.

Participants in both conditions indicated their perceptions of being

excluded (α= .92), need threats (α= .90), and negative feelings (α= .93)

on the same questions as in Study 2. Participants continued to indicate

the highest possible position that they wanted to achieve in working

life, and answered the same questions about their gender-related

expectations of success (α = .72) and demotivation in the job market

(α = .86) as in Study 2. As a control, participants’ ambition in the job

market was measured with the same question as in Study 1. Then,

participants indicated how often they experienced being treated in a

sexist manner in their lives: “How often have you personally encoun-

tered a situation in which you were treated in a sexist way?” and “How

often have you personally encountered a situation in which you felt

discriminated against because of your gender?”, 1 = Never, 7 = Very

often, (α = .90). Full questions are documented in the preregistration

for this study. Finally, participants were thanked, debriefed, and

paid.

4.2 Results

A series of independent t-tests were conducted to compare the par-

ticipants who read news articles about sexism (information on sexism

condition) with participants who did not (control condition). All results

can be found in Table 5. As predicted, participants who read news arti-

cles about sexism reported significantly elevated levels of exclusion,

need threats, and negative feelings, and lower gender-related expec-

tations of success and motivation in the job market. All correlations

between the variables (including experienced sexism) can be found in

Table 6.

7 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1175800/Why-women-dont-close-glass-

ceiling-workplace.html; https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/graduate-

recruiters-accused-of-sexism-with-less-than-42-of-jobs-offered-to-women-10492216.

html; https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/women/women-work-career-top-

jobs-equality-study-fawcett-society-a9280456.html; https://www.theguardian.com/

society/2019/oct/22/sexist-doctors-stark-reminder-workplaces-penalise-women; https:

//www.thesun.co.uk/news/4884692/gender-pay-gap-uk-companies-women-less-men/;

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/business/revealed-almost-adults-prejudice-against-

women/.

F IGURE 3 Significant mediators of the relation between
conditions andmotivation (Study 3). Significant beta-weights (p< .05)
are indicated with an*

4.2.1 Exploratory analyses

A moderation analysis tested whether participants’ prior experiences

with having been treated in a sexist manner, would moderate the

effect of the conditions (i.e., reading news articles about sexism, or

not) on the dependent variables. A sensitivity power analysis (with

β = .80 and α = .05) including this additional factor showed that the

minimum effect size to consider the observed effect as relevant is

f2 = .02. Next, the analyses showed that the frequency with which

participants indicated they had been discriminated against because of

their gender differed marginally between the information on sexism

(M = 4.2, SD = 1.5) and the control condition (M = 3.9, SD = 1.5),

t(249) = 1.82, p = .070, d = –0.23. A regression analysis with the

centered predictors Condition, Experienced Sexism, and their interac-

tion demonstrated that the interaction effect between the condition

and the frequency with which women experienced sexism was not

significant for any of the dependent variables (see Table 7 for all

statistics). For each of these variables, the main effects of condition

and experienced sexism were significant. Across both conditions,

people who had more frequently experienced being treated in a sexist

way, thus indicated increased exclusion perceptions, need threats, and

negative feelings, and lower gender-related career expectations and

motivation.

To test possible mediating variables that help explain the reduced

career motivation in the information on sexism condition, a medi-

ation analyses with 10,000 bootstrap resamples was conducted, in

which exclusion perceptions, negative feelings, need threats, and

gender-related career expectations were added simultaneously. The

mediation analysis demonstrated that career expectations, b = −0.25,

95% CI, [−0.46, −0.10], and need threats, b = −0.16, 95% CI [−0.41,

−0.03] mediated the effect of conditions on demotivation in the job

market (see Figure 3). Exclusion, b = 0.22, 95% CI [−0.03, –0.51],

and negative feelings, b = −0.16, 95% CI, [−0.41, –0.01], were not

significant mediators.

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1175800/Why-women-dont-close-glass-ceiling-workplace.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1175800/Why-women-dont-close-glass-ceiling-workplace.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/graduate-recruiters-accused-of-sexism-with-less-than-42-of-jobs-offered-to-women-10492216.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/graduate-recruiters-accused-of-sexism-with-less-than-42-of-jobs-offered-to-women-10492216.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/graduate-recruiters-accused-of-sexism-with-less-than-42-of-jobs-offered-to-women-10492216.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/women/women-work-career-top-jobs-equality-study-fawcett-society-a9280456.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/women/women-work-career-top-jobs-equality-study-fawcett-society-a9280456.html
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/22/sexist-doctors-stark-reminder-workplaces-penalise-women
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/22/sexist-doctors-stark-reminder-workplaces-penalise-women
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/4884692/gender-pay-gap-uk-companies-women-less-men/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/4884692/gender-pay-gap-uk-companies-women-less-men/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/business/revealed-almost-adults-prejudice-against-women/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/business/revealed-almost-adults-prejudice-against-women/
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TABLE 5 T-test Results, includingmeans and SDs (Study 3)

ConditionsM (SD) Statistics

Information

on sexism Control t p d

Perceived exclusion 3.6 (1.5) 2.2 (1.1) 8.51 < .001 −1.07

Need threats 3.9 (1.2) 3.4 (1.1) 3.12 .002 −0.39

Negative feelings 4.1 (1.4) 3.3 (1.2) 5.15 < .001 −0.65

Expectations 3.7 (1.8) 4.3 (1.6) −3.17 .002 0.40

Motivation 4.0 (1.7) 4.6 (1.4) -2.86 .005 0.36

TABLE 6 Pearson correlations (Study 3)

1 2 3 4 5

1. Perceived exclusion

2. Need threats .72

3. Negative feelings .71 .86

4. Expectations .46 −.54 −.52

5.Motivation −.39 −.54 −.53 .59

6. Experienced sexism .33 .39 .37 −.45 −.22

Note. All correlations are significant with p< .001.

4.3 Discussion

Study 3 demonstrated that news articles with information on sexism

(vs. not reading these articles) induced perceptions of being excluded,

threats to the fundamental needs, and negative feelings. It also low-

ered women’s gender-related expectations of success in the job mar-

ket, and demotivated them to achieve higher positions. This conceptu-

ally replicated the findings from Study 2. Moreover, exploratory analy-

ses providedevidence that loweredexpectations and reducedneed ful-

fillment after exposure to information about sexism both contributed

to the observed career demotivation. Finally, no evidence was found

that the negative effects of exposure to information that confirmed

sexism were dependent on the extent to which participants felt they

had experienced gender discrimination in their own lives.

Even though the results of Study 3 showed that participants’ per-

sonal experience with sexism did not moderate the negative effects of

exposure to sexism information, one may reason that measuring the

personal experiencewith sexismafter ourmanipulationmayhave influ-

enced participants’ recollection of the personal experience with sex-

ism. To further verify that experienced sexism indeed does not influ-

ence the negative effects of exposure to sexism information, we con-

ducted a fourth and final study where wemeasured sexism experience

before participants read the news articles with sexism information.

5 STUDY 4

In Study 4, participants read the same news articles with information

on sexism and we again measured exclusion perceptions, threats to

the fundamental needs, and negative feelings. Moreover, we again also

TABLE 7 Moderation analyses results for experienced sexism (S), condition (C), and the experienced sexism× condition interaction (S×C;
Study 3)

Statistics

t(1, 247) b p f2

Perceived exclusion S

C

S×C

5.33

−8.31

−1.61

0.28

−0.67

−0.09

< .001

< .001

.110

.45

Need threats S

C

S×C

6.51

−2.60

−1.10

0.29

−0.17

−0.05

< .001

.010

.272

.22

Negative feelings S

C

S×C

6.04

−4.77

−1.01

0.30

−0.36

−0.05

< .001

< .001

.313

.27

Expectations S

C

S×C

−7.80

2.61

0.72

−0.50

0.25

0.05

< .001

.010

.471

.30

Motivation S

C

S×C

−3.29

2.52

1.13

−0.21

0.24

0.07

.001

.012

.261

.09
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tested the effects on women’s gender-related expectations of success

in the job market, and the motivation to achieve higher positions. As

noted above, the only difference from Study 3 was that we measured

participants’ experience with sexism before and not after our manipu-

lation. The study was preregistered at: https://osf.io/z8b6r.

5.1 Methods

5.1.1 Participants and design

The between-subjects experiment had two conditions (information on

sexism vs. control condition), andwas conducted on Prolific. As prereg-

istered, we collected data of 250 participants between 18 and 50 years

old, with at least a Bachelor’s degree. Three participants who did not

identify as femalewere excluded from the analyses. In linewith Studies

1 and 3, participants expressed reasonable career ambition (M = 4.5,

SD= 1.5). A sensitivity power analysis with β= .80 and α= .05 showed

thatwith the sample ofN=247 (meanage33.4, SD=8.4), theminimum

effect size to consider the observed effect as relevant is d= 0.32.

5.1.2 Procedure and materials

After agreeing with the terms in the consent form, participants were

first asked to answer the questions about how often they experi-

enced being treated in a sexist manner in their lives, which were the

same questions as in Study 3 (α = .88). Importantly, asking partic-

ipants to answer these questions could be seen as presenting par-

ticipants with information about sexism, which could increase per-

ceptions of being excluded in the control condition and the infor-

mation on sexism condition alike. In an effort to minimize the effect

of this potential limitation, we added filler items that asked about

participants’ work experience (e.g., “How often have you person-

ally encountered a situation in which you had to work on multi-

ple tasks at the same time?” and “How often have you person-

ally encountered a situation in which you collaborated with oth-

ers?”). Full questions are documented in the preregistration for this

study.

After answering thequestions, participantswere informed that they

would read a series of newspaper articles, and answer a series of ques-

tions. Participants in the information on sexism condition were shown

the same screenshots as in Study 3. Participants in the control con-

dition answered the questions below without reading any news arti-

cle. Participants in both conditions again indicated their perceptions

of being excluded (α = .93), need threats (α = .89), negative feelings

(α= .91), and the highest possible position that they wanted to achieve

in working life. Moreover, they answered the same questions about

their gender-related expectations of success (α = .73) and demotiva-

tion in the jobmarket (α= .84) as in Studies 2 and 3. Participants’ ambi-

tion in the jobmarketwasmeasuredwith the same question as in Stud-

ies 1 and 3. Finally, participants were thanked, debriefed, and paid.

5.2 Results

A series of independent t-testswere conducted to compare the partici-

pantswho read news articles about sexism (information on sexism con-

dition) with participants who did not (control condition). All results can

be found in Table 8. First, results showed that the frequencywithwhich

participants indicated they had prior experience of being treated in a

sexist manner did not differ significantly between the information on

sexism and the control condition. We then examined how information

on sexism affected exclusion perceptions, needs threats, and negative

feelings. As predicted, participants who read news articles about sex-

ism reported significantly higher levels of exclusion, need threats, and

negative feelings. Finally, unlike Study 3,wedid not find support for our

hypothesis that information on sexism leads to lower gender-related

expectations of success or a lowermotivation in the jobmarket. All cor-

relations between the variables (including experienced sexism) can be

found in Table 9.

With a moderation analysis we again tested whether participants’

prior experiences of having been treated in a sexist manner would

moderate the effect of the dependent variables. A sensitivity power

analysis (with β = .80 and α = .05) including this additional fac-

tor showed that the minimum effect size to consider the observed

effect as relevant is f2 = 0.04. A regression analysis with the cen-

tered predictors Condition, Experienced Sexism, and their interac-

tion demonstrated that the interaction effect between the condition

and the frequency with which women experienced sexism was not

significant for any of the dependent variables (see Table 10 for all

statistics).

5.3 Discussion

Replicating the findings of Study 3, we observed that news articles

with information on sexism (vs. not reading these articles) induced

perceptions of being excluded, threats to the fundamental needs, and

negative feelings, supporting our main hypotheses. Also, we found no

evidence that these negative effects of exposure to sexism information

were dependent on prior experience with sexism, as indicated by the

moderation analyses. Study 4, however, also showed that information

on sexism did not lower women’s gender-related expectations of suc-

cess in the job market, and did not demotivate them to achieve higher

positions. Possibly, the subsequent manipulation of being reminded

of sexism versus not being reminded of it did not produce differential

effects, because women in both conditions were already reminded

of sexism. While Study 4 may thus have more adequately measured

prior experience with sexism, assessing the concept before our sexism

information manipulation may have reduced the influence of the

sexism information on participants’ expectations and motivations.

Future research could measure prior experience with sexism a couple

of days or weeks prior to the sexism information manipulation (see

e.g., Ramati-Ziber et al., 2020) to reduce possible effects of being

reminded.

https://osf.io/z8b6r
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TABLE 8 T-test results, includingmeans and SDs (Study 4)

ConditionsM (SD) Statistics

Information

on sexism Control t p d

Experienced sexism 3.5 (1.5) 3.5 (1.4) 0.20 .841 0.03

Perceived exclusion 3.6 (1.5) 2.0 (1.0) 10.09 < .001 1.29

Need threats 3.9 (1.1) 3.3 (1.0) 4.59 < .001 0.58

Negative feelings 4.2 (1.4) 3.3 (1.1) 5.47 < .001 0.70

Expectations 4.1 (1.5) 3.9 (1.7) 1.08 .297 0.14

Motivation 4.3 (1.6) 4.3 (1.4) 0.51 .613 0.07

TABLE 9 Pearson correlations (Study 4)

1 2 3 4 5

1. Perceived exclusion

2. Need threats .70*

3. Negative feelings .70* .83*

4. Expectations −.27* −.42* −.41*

5. Motivation −.21* −.44* −.42* .51*

6. Experienced sexism .20* .24* .27* −.29* −.10

Note. All correlations with an
*are significant with p< .001.

TABLE 10 Moderation analyses results for experienced sexism
(S), condition (C), and the experienced sexism× condition interaction
(S×C; Study 4)

Statistics

t(1, 247) b p f2

Perceived

exclusion

S

C

S×C

3.93

10.47

1.47

0.22

0.83

0.08

<.001

< .001

.144

.52

Need threats S

C

S×C

3.97

4.80

1.58

0.18

0.32

0.07

<.001

< .001

.115

.18

Negative feelings S

C

S×C

4.60

5.78

1.65

0.25

0.44

0.09

<.001

<.001

.101

.23

Expectations S

C

S×C

−4.82

−1.19

0.32

−0.33

−0.12

0.02

<.001

.237

.752

.10

Motivation S

C

S×C

−1.44

0.49

−0.49

−0.10

0.05

-0.03

.151

.626

.626

.01

6 GENERAL DISCUSSION

Raising awareness of sexism can be seen as an important step, prompt-

ing society to take action against gender inequality (Stroebe et al.,

2010a) and countering the harmful idea that sexism is a thing of the

past (Swim et al., 1995). Raising awareness of sexism is therefore

essential to reduce inequality in the longer term. To understand the

negative effects of sexism, it is then also important to document the

immediate effect of such awareness. In line with the idea from the

social exclusion literature that people are very attentive and sensitive

to signs that they are devalued by others (Leary, 2001; Wesselmann

et al., 2009; Williams, 2009), we show that being informed or made

aware of the prevalence of sexism can directly induce the negative

experience of being socially excluded.

Study 1 demonstrated that the more women perceived society to

be sexist, the more they felt excluded from society, and the lower were

their career expectations and motivation. Next, using an experimental

approach, we showed that reading fictional research outcomes (Study

2), and newspaper articles (Studies 3 and 4), that addressed the preva-

lence of sexism in society induced these exclusion perceptions, need

threats, and negative feelings. It also decreased gender-related expec-

tations of being likely to achieve higher career positions, and motiva-

tion to achieve such positions.

Our finding that information on sexism reduced career motivation

mirrors findings that discrimination can negatively affect motivation in

educational programs and the workplace (Van Laar et al., 2010, 2013).

It also shows that simple reminders of sexism in society may already

induce these effects. Exploratory analyses across the first three stud-

ies demonstrated that this demotivation could partly be explained by

lowered expectations of what was achievable in the workplace (Stud-

ies 1 and 3), and partly by the reduced need fulfillment that partici-

pants experienced as a result of information about sexism (Studies 1, 2,

3, but not 4). It thus seems that expectations and need fulfillment that

are negatively impacted by exposure to sexism information may play a

more important role in explaining subsequentmotivation than the per-

ception of being excluded or the feelings that are evoked. The relation

between expectations and motivation is consistent with expectancy-

value models (e.g., Vroom, 1964; Wanous et al., 1983). The relation

between fundamental needs also accords with previous insights (Lus-

tenberger & Jagacinski, 2010). Interestingly, it was not the percep-

tion of being excluded itself, but how information on sexism affected

the fundamental needs, that appeared to explain the negative impact

on motivation. Indeed, belonging (Korpershoek et al., 2019), control

(Fisher, 1978), self-esteem (Bénabou & Tirole, 2002), and purpose in

life (Martela & Steger, 2016) have individually all been documented as

important prerequisites for motivation.
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Note, however, that because these analyses were exploratory,

additional replication would be important before drawing strong

conclusions on these effects. Because all mediators were measured

at the same time, it is difficult to establish order effects. For example,

consistent with expectancy-value models, we reasoned that gender-

related expectations of success mediate the effect of information

about sexism on career motivations, such that the causal order would

run from expectations to motivation. One could also wonder whether

the reverse ordermight be possible (i.e., thatmotivations could predict

expectations). Empirically, we cannot refute this possibility, which

adds to our cautionary note to not overinterpret the findings of our

exploratory mediation analyses. Future research could investigate

the role of the different mediators, by measuring these variables at

different time points or manipulating women’s expectations and/or

motivations.

Besides highlighting the effects of being informed about sexism,

it is notable that Study 2 did not provide evidence that exposure to

denials of sexism (an important component of modern sexism) was any

moreharmful than readingno informationabout sexismat all. Although

denying being personally discriminated against can protect people’s

well-being (Bahamondes et al., 2019;Napier et al., 2020), being directly

exposed to information that denies sexism has previously been found

to induce insecurity and fear (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005). Contrary to

these findings, in Study 2 women’s need fulfillment and feelings were

not affected negatively after exposure to denials of sexism. Possibly,

these effects were absent because the denials were not recognized as

threatening by participants. Expressions of modern sexism can be hard

to detect, and are often not recognized as harmful (Barreto & Ellemers,

2005; Swim et al., 1995). Especially since the absence of sexism in soci-

etywaspresentedas a research finding inStudy2, andnot as anopinion

that denies a reality of inequality, the denials may not have been rec-

ognized as harmful, and may have failed to trigger the negative effects

documented in previous studies (e.g., Barreto & Ellemers, 2005). The

current results, then, suggest that, in itself, the message that women

arenotdiscriminatedagainst in society canalso signal an inclusiveenvi-

ronment, which does not induce perceptions of being excluded from

society. Such positive interpretations may also be what allows modern

sexist ideas to remain unchallenged and contribute to perpetuating the

unequal status quo.

The current article has shown that information about discrimination

against one’s group can affect individuals’ immediate well-being. This

effect was found, even though it has consistently been shown that

members of marginalized groups tend to underestimate how much

they are personally affected by discrimination, relative to their group

(Bourguignon et al., 2006; Leshner et al., 2018; Ruggiero & Taylor,

1997; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Taylor et al., 1996). Even though,

on thebasis of the information about sexism that they received,women

in our studies may thus have underestimated how much they would

personally be affected by discrimination, the threat was still sufficient

to trigger or intensify exclusion perceptions. This fits with the idea

that even signs that indicate a small chance of future exclusion can

trigger the negative experience associated with exclusion (Williams,

2009).

Given that information about the prevalence of gender discrimina-

tion in society induced the perception of being excluded, it appears

that not only direct and personal experiences with discrimination can

be impactful for people’s well-being. Rather, information about how

one’s group is generally treated can also negatively affect individuals.

This fits with literature on the phenomenology of being discriminated

against. There, it is often stressed that it is people’s subjective percep-

tion of being discriminated against, and the associated expectation to

be mistreated again in the future, that is predictive of how negative

people feel (Banerjee, 2008; Bourguignon et al., 2006; Branscombe,

1998; Dion, 2002; Foster, 2009; Foster et al., 2004; Kobrynowicz

& Branscombe, 1997; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Szalacha et al.,

2003). Such perceptions and expectations may be activated or shaped

by information about theprevalenceof discrimination in society (e.g., in

themedia; see Taylor et al., 1996). Thatmedia representations have the

potential to shape people’s perceptions of their social reality, including

gender roles, has been shownpreviously (Gerbner, 1998;Grau&Zotos,

2016). Future research could address how repeated exposure to infor-

mation on sexism may activate or shape women’s perceptions of sex-

ism, and how this influences their sense of inclusion and exclusion in

society in the longer term.

Future research could also study potential moderators of our find-

ings. Building on a logic of shattered assumptions (Janoff-Bulman,

1992), previous research for example showed that sexism has stronger

effects on self-esteem and intergroup anxiety inwomenwith highmer-

itocracy beliefs (Foster et al., 2006). Following this, the social exclu-

sion effects observed here may be particularly pronounced for women

with positive worldviews on equality. In addition, previous research

suggests that negative effects of sexism on well-being may last longer

when women engage in inactive coping (e.g., regulate emotions, inac-

tion) as compared to active coping (e.g., confront, demand explanation;

Foster, 2009). Following this, it would be interesting to test more long-

term effects of information on sexism and test the moderating impact

of coping styles. One final moderator that may be of interest for future

research is women’s education level. As explained in the procedure of

Study 1, in order to increase the possibility of studying women who

would be relatively ambitious to achieve high positions in the job mar-

ket, only highly educatedwomenwere included inour studies. The find-

ings of the current studies are thus relevant for interventions aimed

at highly educated women. Future research could also include women

with more diverse educational backgrounds to examine whether our

findings are indeed specific to highly educated women, or whether the

results hold up for women of all levels of education.

The finding that exposure to information about the prevalence

of sexism can induce immediate perceptions of being excluded is in

line with previous research demonstrating reduced well-being among

individuals who learned that they were discriminated against in a

job selection process (Stroebe et al., 2010b), among individuals with

increased awareness of gender inequality in technical professions

(Pietri et al., 2019), and among thosewho report gender discrimination

to be prevalent after learning that a test-settingmay be discriminatory

(Foster et al., 2004; see also Foster, 2009). However, such negative

effects of receiving information about sexism in society should not
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be interpreted as suggesting that information about sexism has a net

negative effect (Smart Richman & Leary, 2009). Not attending to or

denying sexism is considered a form of sexism (Swim et al., 1995)

that obstructs attempts to reduce the current inequality (compa-

rable critiques are found on the colorblindness approach in racial

discrimination, see for example Fryberg & Stephens, 2010). Raising

awareness of problematic gender inequality, then, is essential in

inspiring women to identify with the female ingroup (see Branscombe

& Ellemers, 1998), which can be important because this identification

can partially alleviate negativewell-being effects of gender discrimina-

tion (Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt et al., 2002). Moreover, raising

awareness is key for prompting society and individuals to take action

against inequality (Barreto&Ellemers, 2015; Cameron, 2001; Ellemers

& Barreto, 2009; Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Stroebe et al., 2010a;

Van Zomeren et al., 2008b), as perceived injustice not only leads to

individual action, but is also a strong predictor of collective action (Van

Zomeren et al., 2008a), especially when sexism is seen as a societal

rather than an individual problem (Foster et al., 1994). Collective

action against gender discrimination may have psychological benefits

for those who engage in it (Foster, 2015), which again supports the

reasoning that when people take (individual or collective) action, being

made aware of sexism can also have positive consequences.

Although the current article focused on how women respond to

information about sexism in society, the mechanisms and outcomes

discussed here may also be informative for how members of other

marginalized groups respond to information about discrimination

against their group. Future research could test if, for example, individ-

uals of ethnic, cultural, or sexual and gender minority groups show a

similar pattern of exclusion, need threats, and negative feelings, when

they are exposed to information about the prevalence of discrimina-

tion against their groups. Thereby, the current article can contribute to

a better understanding of how awareness of discrimination in society

can impact immediate and longer-term social exclusion and inclusion.
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