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Standpoints and Situatedness: Examining the
Perception of Benevolent Sexism in Black and
White Undergraduate Women and Men
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Abstract
Racial differences in benevolent sexism have been underexplored. To address this gap, we used standpoint theory as a
framework to examine race-gender group differences in the endorsement of benevolent sexism and how cultural factors (i.e.,
egalitarianism, religiosity, and racial identity) and inequality factors (i.e., experiences with racial discrimination and support for
social hierarchies) might mediate this relationship. Among 510 Black and white undergraduate women and men, we found racial
differences, such that Black women and men had higher endorsement of benevolent sexism than white women and men.
Further, there was a gender difference for only white participants, with white men endorsing these attitudes more than white
women. For Black women, religiosity and racial identity mediated the relationship between their race-gender group and greater
benevolent sexism compared to white women, but only religiosity mediated the relationship for Black men. Neither inequality
mediator accounted for benevolent sexism differences; however, both were associated with white women’s lower benevolent
sexism, as was egalitarianism. Given these findings, we discuss implications for benevolent sexism theory, the possibility that
cultural factors may shape Black women and men’s standpoint by establishing group-based norms and expectations around
benevolently sexist behavior, and suggest culturally appropriate methods to reduce sexism.
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Introduction

Benevolent sexism refers to attitudes toward women that are
positive and prosocial in outward appearance, but intrinsically
motivated by stereotypical views and feelings of paternalism
towards women (Glick & Fiske, 1996). Despite appearing
innocuous, research has shown that benevolent sexism can be
just as harmful to women as hostile sexism, linking women’s
experiences of benevolent sexism to increased feelings of
body shame (Shepherd et al., 2011), lower performance on
cognitive tests (Dardenne et al., 2007), and feelings of in-
competence (Dumont et al., 2010). Further, research has
shown that although women are less likely than men to en-
dorse hostile sexism, gender differences in benevolent sexism
endorsement are much smaller (Becker, 2010; Connelly &
Heesacker, 2012; Fischer, 2006). This suggests that women
are more willing to overlook the negative consequences as-
sociated with benevolent sexism perhaps because, on the
surface, the idea that women should be revered and receive
beneficial treatment is desirable (Becker, 2010; Becker &
Wright, 2011; Jost & Kay, 2005).

However, little research to date has examined how race in-
tersects with these gender-related patterns to predict endorsement

of benevolent sexism. Therefore, in the current study, we
addressed two related questions: (1) Are there racial-gender
differences in the endorsement of benevolent sexism among
Black and white1 undergraduate women and men? (2) Does
the standpoint of these groups, as reflected by cultural and
inequality factors, explain this difference? Standpoint theory
posits that the socio-historical positionality of an individual—
that is, their context, identity, and power—can affect their
attitudes (Stoetzler & Yuval-Davis, 2002). As such, we ex-
amine whether cultural factors (egalitarianism, religiosity, and
racial identity) and inequality factors (experiences with racial
discrimination and support for social hierarchies), thought to
shape the standpoint of Black and white undergraduate women
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and men, would manifest in differences in their benevolent
sexism attitudes. We chose these factors because previous
studies have found that Black and white people differ along
these dimensions; so, if racial differences do exist in be-
nevolent sexism, these factors may play a role. We propose
that cultural factors may shape individuals’ standpoint by
establishing group-based norms and expectations around
behavior and that inequality factors may shape standpoints
by increasing feelings of threat. We suggest that among
Black women and men, these elements might work together
to make the caring and protective nature of benevolent
sexism more salient than the restrictive and paternalistic
aspect.

Benevolent Sexism

Benevolent sexism is an important social problem due to its
subtle nature. Glick and Fiske (1997) argued that benevolent
sexism emerged because men and women have intimate re-
lationships and are dependent on one another for sexual re-
production, making it difficult for men to have purely negative
feelings towards women. This dependency is combined with
men’s greater power and status over women (i.e., patriarchy)
and differentiation in gender roles (Glick & Fiske, 2001). The
result is an adherence to norms of male dominance, traditional
gender roles, and paternalistic protectionism with seemingly
positive and well-meaning justifications that maintain
women’s lower status, without threatening their willingness to
form intimate relationships with men. Although these be-
haviors (e.g., calling women co-workers pet names) may seem
to be unproblematic to some, theorists argue that they are
motivated by beliefs about women’s physical and intellectual
inferiority and a desire to maintain the existing social hier-
archy and resulting gender role differentiation (Herzog &
Oreg, 2008). By proliferating this ideology, benevolent sex-
ism works as a complement to hostile sexism, such that hostile
sexism is used to punish women who step outside of tradi-
tional gender roles, whereas benevolent sexism rewards
women who maintain them (Glick & Fiske, 2001).

Still, despite its negative aspects, benevolent sexism is
appealing to many people, perhaps because they are not in-
terpreting the behaviors as negative or harmful, but rather as a
form of care and protection (Barreto & Ellemers, 2005; Jost &
Kay, 2005; Sibley et al., 2007). For instance, studies have
shown that women who are higher in psychological entitle-
ment (i.e., beliefs that they are superior and deserve praise and
social status) are also more likely to perceive benevolently
sexist behaviors positively, more likely to endorse benevolent
sexism, and more likely to become unhappy with their rela-
tionships when they do not receive special treatment
(Hammond & Overall, 2013; Hammond et al., 2014; Overall
et al., 2011). Thus, the literature suggests that although some
do perceive benevolent sexism negatively, others see it in a
positive light and that certain contextual factors may make one
interpretation more salient than the other.

Standpoint Theory

Feminist standpoint theory, which postulates that an indi-
vidual’s social position affects their experience and social
reality (Stoetzler & Yuval-Davis, 2002), can help us under-
stand how social group membership might shape interpreta-
tions of benevolent sexism. According to this theory, the
positionality of the individual (i.e., their context, identities,
and power) affects their perception of the “truth” and con-
sequently their attitudes towards various experiences or
phenomena. Power plays a particularly important role in this
theory, as privilege can “suppress or distort relevant evidence”
(Rolin, 2009, p. 219) and obscure the underlying social
structures that support certain dynamics (Collins, 1997).
Consistent with these ideas, identification with a social group
(i.e., racial/ethnic, gender, sexual orientation, etc.) has been
shown to affect the perceptions, attitudes, and behavior of
individuals who belong to it (Charness et al., 2007; Chen & Li,
2009; Van Knippenberg, 2000).

Applying standpoint theory to benevolent sexism suggests
that positionality, context, and socio-historical experiences of
individuals in a social group may influence whether they
interpret this behavior as problematic and restrictive or as
reflecting the care and protection of women. Although women
are more likely to endorse benevolent than hostile sexism, and
are often just as likely to accept benevolent sexism as men are
(e.g., Becker & Wright, 2011; Glick et al., 2000; Glick &
Fiske, 2001), women and men also differ in the reasons why
they might endorse benevolent sexism, consistent with
standpoint theory. In particular, men may uphold benevolent
sexism to maintain their dominant position in society, whereas
women may be motivated by a desire to see their world as fair
and legitimate (Jost & Kay, 2005). Moreover, benevolent
sexism works with hostile sexism to create the belief that
women and men have their own strengths and weaknesses that
are complementary to each other; these complementary beliefs
can obscure the advantages that men hold and lead women to
have more positive feelings about their lower status (see also
Glick & Fiske, 2001).

Incorporating Race into Benevolent Sexism

Although there is evidence supporting gender differences in
benevolent sexism, there has been little emphasis on race.
Very few of the studies cited previously gave a racial
breakdown of their participants (e.g., Becker, 2010;
Hammond et al., 2016; Jost & Kay, 2005), and when reported,
the samples were majority white (e.g., Connelly & Heesacker,
2012; Glick & Fiske, 1996). Glick et al.’s (2000) cross-
national study found cultural differences in endorsement of
benevolent sexism but did not examine racial differences
within nations. Due to the unique history of Black people in
America, Glick et al.’s (2000) findings cannot speak to racial
differences in the US. Indeed, the limited work that has ex-
amined the role of race in benevolent sexism in US samples
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found that benevolent sexism did not correlate with hostile
sexism among Black people, although it did for white people,
suggesting that benevolent sexism may be perceived differ-
ently by these groups (Hayes & Swim, 2013).

Cultural Factors. Cultural factors, the cultural beliefs and at-
titudes that social group members have about themselves and
other members of their group, may strongly influence one’s
standpoint and can also affect the behaviors of those who
belong to these groups (Cohen et al., 2013; Verkuyten &
Pouliasi, 2006). In the present study, we consider three cultural
factors: egalitarian sex role attitudes, religiosity (i.e., the
importance of religion in one’s life; Gallagher & Tierney,
2013), and racial identity.

Egalitarian sex role attitudes are beliefs that there are no
strict roles and duties that men and women should perform,
such as women’s work and men’s work (Beere et al., 1984).
Those who have less egalitarian and more traditional sex role
attitudes show higher endorsement of benevolent sexism,
consistent with benevolent sexism’s rewarding of traditional
gender-typed behavior (Anderson & Johnson, 2003; Glick &
Fiske, 1997). However, racial differences in egalitarian atti-
tudes are somewhat unclear (Jones et al., 2018). Some studies
find that Black and white participants are similar in their
egalitarian attitudes (Cole & Zucker, 2007). Other researchers
report that, because of the historical participation of Black
women in the workforce, Black people tend to endorse gender
role egalitarianism in the workplace and in educational
settings (Binion, 1990). At the same time, due to sociali-
zation practices, Black people are also more likely to support
traditional gender roles in their relationships (Binion, 1990;
Hall & Pichon, 2014; Kane, 2000). Because conceptuali-
zations of benevolent sexism focus on sexist behaviors
within interpersonal relationships, Black people’s support of
more traditional roles in their interpersonal relationships
may lead them to show a higher endorsement of benevolent
sexism.

Religiosity has also been associated with higher levels of
benevolent sexism (Glick et al., 2002; Mikołajczak &
Pietrzak, 2014). This association likely exists because many
forms of religion promote traditional sex roles for men (e.g.,
they are the protectors) and women (e.g., they require pro-
tection; Glick et al., 2002; Glick et al., 2016; Mikołajczak &
Pietrzak, 2014). Religiosity is likely especially influential for
Black people because they tend to be more religious than
white people (Holt et al., 2014; Krause, 2002; Sanchez &
Carter, 2005; Taylor et al., 1996). Further, although Black
women tend to be more religious than Black men, Black men
tend to hold leadership roles in the church, reflecting tradi-
tional gender roles (Levin & Taylor, 1993; Taylor et al., 2009).
Hence, religion plays a vital role in the Black community, and
the values that accompany religiosity, such as the traditional
roles of men and women, are deeply ingrained within the
culture. Consequently, we may expect Black women and men
to endorse benevolent sexism more than white women and

men in part because these attitudes align with their religious
beliefs.

Racial identity is another cultural factor that may affect
Black people’s attitudes towards benevolent sexism. Di-
mensions of racial identity, specifically racial centrality (i.e.,
the importance of race to a person’s self-concept) and private
regard (i.e., how positively one feels about their racial group;
Sellers et al., 1997) are associated with Black people’s greater
engagement in race-related activities (e.g., activism; Lott,
2008; Szymanski & Lewis, 2015; White-Johnson, 2012),
relationships, and organizations (Sellers et al., 1997). Contact
with ingroup members provides Black people with informa-
tion about cultural norms and provides ingroup role models
(Van Camp et al., 2010). Further, gender role norms are often
transmitted as part of cultural messages (Brown et al., 2017;
Lesane-Brown, 2006). For Black girls, these cultural and
gender-specific messages tend to be aligned with traditional
gender roles (e.g., Brown et al., 2017—“let a man be a man”).
This research suggests that a stronger racial identity among
Black young adults may reflect greater acceptance of cultural
norms and expectations, including those related to benevolent
sexism. In all, racial centrality and private regard, as well as
religiosity and egalitarianism, are cultural factors that may
influence the perceptions and behaviors—that is, the
standpoint—of an individual.

Inequality Factors. We examined two factors related to in-
equality that may also lead to more positive perceptions of
benevolent sexism: experiences with racial discrimination and
support for social hierarchies. Experiences of racial dis-
crimination may shift an individual’s standpoint by making
them more likely to perceive and interact with the world as if it
is threatening. Theorists have argued that experiences of
mistreatment can lead a person to be hypervigilant for threats
that are relevant to their self-concept (e.g., threats against their
social groups), creating a cycle that can affect their psycho-
logical and physical well-being (Crocker & Major, 1989;
Rucker et al., 2010).

Black people are particularly likely to experience dehu-
manization, discrimination, and a lack of protection from
authorities that distinguishes them from white people and
individuals from other minoritized groups (Jones, 2018; Lee
et al., 2019; White People Calling the Police on Black People,
2019). Research finds that Black people are more likely than
white people to anticipate and be vigilant for discrimination
(Hicken et al., 2013; Lee & Hicken, 2016) and individuals
who see the world as more threatening are more likely to
support benevolent sexism attitudes (Phelan et al., 2010). The
contrast between race-based discrimination, and the “kind”
and protective behaviors reflected in benevolent sexism, may
lead Black people to see the latter as expressions of care and
concern. In contrast, white people’s racial privilege mostly
protects them from experiencing racialized discrimination;
thus, for them the restrictive nature of benevolent sexism may
be the most salient aspect of this type of behavior.
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Support for social hierarchies that are rooted in inequality
may also help to explain racial differences in benevolent
sexism. However, the literature around this is somewhat
mixed. Research on race differences in support of social hi-
erarchies suggests that Black people are more likely to oppose
social hierarchies—likely because they are often disadvan-
taged by these systems (Lee et al., 2011). For example, Ho
et al. (2015) distinguished between two forms of social dom-
inance orientation: a preference for group-based dominance
through active subordination (group-based dominance) and a
preference for group-based inequality through “hierarchy-
enhancing ideologies and social policies” (p. 1003; hierarchy-
enhancing ideologies). They found that hierarchy-enhancing
ideologies, the focus in the current study, were less supported
by Black participants than white participants.

However, as noted previously, experiencing social threats
(e.g., racism) can lead people to engage in system-justification
processes that help them to make sense of their world and their
experience. Research has shown that despite being in a
marginalized group, and thus not benefitting from social hi-
erarchies, marginalized people sometimes support the status
quo (see Jost et al., 2004, for a review). For instance, studies
have found that Black people and low-income people were
more likely than other groups to support limitations on citi-
zen’s rights, and low-income Latinx individuals were more
likely to believe that the government benefits all equally than
were high-income Latinx individuals (Jost et al., 2003; Jost &
Kay, 2005). Given these findings, it is still unclear whether we
might expect Black women and men in our study to support
social hierarchies in an attempt to increase their sense that the
world is just and fair, or whether they will oppose social
hierarchies that disadvantage them. However, because support
for social hierarchies is related to endorsement of benevolent
sexism attitudes (Jost & Kay, 2005; Sibley et al., 2007), we
propose that it might explain the racial differences in be-
nevolent sexism we propose.

The Current Study

In the current study, we addressed two related questions: (1)
Are there racial-gender differences in benevolent sexism
among Black and white undergraduate women and men? (2)
Does the standpoint of these groups, as reflected by cultural
and inequality factors, explain this difference? We examine
these research questions in a sample of college undergradu-
ates, most of whom are in a period of emerging adulthood
which is marked by increased cognitive abilities allowing for
more abstract thought, including an analysis and re-evaluation
of one’s attitudes and beliefs (Arnett, 2000; Schwartz, 2016).
Further, increased intergroup interactions often lead to the
strengthening of racial identity, particularly for people of color
(Syed & Azmitia, 2009), and may also lead students to have
more experiences of racial and gender discrimination that can
shape their awareness of societal inequality (Baysu et al.,
2014). Therefore, college offers an excellent opportunity to

examine how cultural and inequality factors may affect be-
nevolent sexism attitudes for Black and white students.

Although there is research on gender differences in atti-
tudes toward benevolent sexism, there is little empirical
research that focuses on understanding the role that one’s
race-gender group can have in their attitudes towards this form
of sexism. We theorized that two factors reflecting standpoint
differences might explain racial-gender differences in be-
nevolent sexism attitudes—cultural factors, by establishing
norms about racial and gender roles, and inequality factors, by
increasing perceptions of threat. We used quantitative methods
to test three hypotheses:

1. Black women and men would report higher en-
dorsement of benevolent sexism than white women
and men, and Black and white men would endorse
benevolent sexism more than Black and white women,
respectively.

2. Black women and men’s higher endorsement of be-
nevolent sexism would be explained by cultural fac-
tors, specifically lower endorsement of egalitarian sex
roles, higher levels of religiosity, and higher racial
identity (i.e., racial centrality and private regard).

3. Black women and men’s higher endorsement of be-
nevolent sexism would be explained by more frequent
and bothersome experiences with racial discrimination.
If Black women and men expressed greater support for
social hierarchies, this would explain their higher
endorsement of benevolent sexism (we make this
conditional prediction given the contradictory literature
cited previously).

Method

Procedure and Participants

An initial sample of 569 undergraduate students were re-
cruited from the psychology department subject pool at a large
Midwestern university. The sample was collected as part of a
larger study examining whether responses to scenarios fea-
turing ambivalent sexism were affected by the race and gender
of the perpetrator and victim. Participants were randomly
assigned to a scenario condition and then asked to evaluate
the motivations of the man and the response of the woman in
the scenario. In the current study, however, we focused on the
participants’ attitudinal measures, which they completed after
the scenario manipulation. In addition to our selected vari-
ables, the following measures were completed but outside of
the scope of this study’s focus and are not discussed further:
self-esteem, gender identity, Big Five personality, attitudes
towards Black people, hostile sexism, modern racism, and
motivation to control prejudice. Because there were no con-
dition differences on the measures of interest, we collapsed
across conditions in our current analyses. From the initial
sample, we selected only the Black (n = 144, 28.2%) and white
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(n = 366, 71.8%) participants to yield a final sample size of
510. Participants were 282 women (55.3% of sample) of
whom 99 (35.1%) were Black women and 183 (64.9%) were
white women, and 228 men (44.7%) of whom 45 (19.7%)
were Black men and 183 (80.3%) were white men.

Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 56 years old (M =
20.2 years, SD = 3.0 years). An ANOVA indicated that there
was a significant race-gender difference in age, F(3, 501) =
3.31, p = .020; post-hoc comparisons revealed that Black
women (M = 19.6, SD = 1.5) were significantly younger than
Black men (M = 21.2, SD = 5.6; p = .017). Of the participants
who reported their year in school (n = 507), 124 (24.5%) were
first-year students, 119 (23.5%) sophomores, 138 (27.2%)
juniors, and 126 (24.9%) were seniors or had been in the
university for more than 4 years. Students completed the
survey online in exchange for course credit.

Measures

Benevolent Sexism. Benevolent sexism was assessed using the
11-item Benevolent Sexism subscale of the Ambivalent
Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996). The subscale
measures the three dimensions that make up attitudes of
benevolent sexism: protective paternalism (e.g., “Women
should be cherished and protected by men”), heterosexual
intimacy (e.g., “Every man ought to have a woman whom he
adores”), and complementary gender differentiation (e.g.,
“Many women have a quality of purity that few men pos-
sess”). Participants indicated their agreement with each item
on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Reliability analyses and examination of item correlations
indicated that one of the reverse-scored items (“In a disaster,
women need not be rescued before men”) performed poorly
for both Black and white participants, with correlations close
to zero with most of the other scale items. Therefore, this item,
which appeared to be semantically confusing, was removed
(Tavakol &Dennick, 2011).We averaged the remaining items,
and in the final 10-item scale, higher mean scores indicated
greater endorsement of benevolent sexism.

Previous studies reported good internal reliability for
scores on this scale in mostly white student samples (alphas
ranged from .73 to .85; Glick & Fiske, 1996), but less sat-
isfactory reliability in a Black student sample (α = .67; Hayes
& Swim, 2013). Similarly, our reliability was .82 for the
combined sample and .83 for our white subsample, but
somewhat lower yet still acceptable (α = .72; Tavakol &
Dennick, 2011) for our Black subsample (see Table 1 for
alphas by race-gender group for all scales; for all scales, alpha
by race-gender group are similar to those reported by racial
group). Criterion validity was supported in past research
through positive correlations with social desirability and with
positive stereotypes towards women (Glick & Fiske, 1996).

Egalitarianism. Individual attitudes towards equality between
women and men were assessed with the Sex Role Egalitari-
anism Scale (SRES; King & King, 1990). The 27-item SRES
measures attitudes towards women and men in nontraditional
sex roles (e.g., “Things work out best in a marriage if the
husband stays away from housekeeping tasks—reverse
scored”). Participants responded on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). After reverse scoring the
appropriate items, we computed an average, such that higher
scores represented a greater endorsement of egalitarianism
between women and men.

Reliability analysis for the measure for our total sample
yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .94 (.93 for Black participants
and .95 for white participants) consistent with previous re-
search (α = .84 in a Black student sample; Berkel, 2004; α =
.94 in a majority white student sample; King & King, 1990).
Positive correlations with the Attitudes TowardsWomen Scale
speak to the measure’s criterion validity (King & King, 1990).

Religiosity. Participants’ religiosity was measured with a single
item that asked, “How important would you say religion is to
your life?” Participants responded on a scale of 1 (not at all
important) to 7 (extremely important). Previous research has
shown that scores on one-item measures of religiosity are
reliable and valid (Abdel-Khalek, 2007, 2012; Afhami et al.,

Table 1. Correlations and Alphas Among Study Variables by Race-Gender Group.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 Alphas

1. Benevolent sexism — �.07/�.01 .32*/.41* .24*/.46* .04/.08 �.23*/�.26 .68/.66
2. Egalitarianism �.48*/�.30* — �.07/�.12 .47*/.28 .04/.21 �.51*/�.41* .92/.93
3. Religiosity .27*/.28* �.12/�.28* — .09/.32* .22*/.11 �.09/�.27 —

4. Racial identity .33*/.18* �.03/�.13 .22*/.23* — .13/.42* �.44*/�.69* .92/.91
5. Racial discrimination experiences .28*/.19* �.21*/�.39* .12/.24* .10/.12 — �.14/�.32* .96/.97
6. Support for social hierarchies .27*/.07 �.47*/�.59* .07/.22* .10/.17* .24*/.20* — .91/.93
Alphas .78/.77 .94/.93 — .90/.87 .97/.97 .93/.89

Note. Correlations are above the diagonal for the Black subsample; below the diagonal for the white subsample. The alphas for the Black subsample are on the
right of the table; the alphas for the white subsample are at the bottom of the table.Within each racial subsample, correlations and alphas for women are in front
of the slash and correlations and alphas for men are after the slash.
*p < .05.
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2017; Wills, 2009). Further, an advantage to such a one-item
measure is that participants will use the most salient meaning
to them (e.g., spirituality, organized religious involvement,
importance of religious beliefs) when responding (Wills,
2009).

Racial Identity. Due to the psychometric properties of the racial
identity subscales, described in detail within the preliminary
analyses section, we measured participants’ racial identity by
combining two abbreviated versions of the centrality and
private regard subscales of the Multidimensional Inventory of
Black Identity (MIBI; Sellers et al., 1997). Item wording was
adjusted to ask about one’s racial group rather than being
Black so as to be usable for all participants. The centrality
subscale consisted of four items reflecting how important race is
to one’s self-concept (e.g., “In general, being a member of my
racial group is an important part of my self-image”). The private
regard subscale consisted of three items assessing how positively
one feels about being a part of their racial group (e.g., “I am
happy that I am a person of my race”). Participants responded to
both subscales on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). We averaged the items for each measure, and higher
scores indicated higher racial centrality and private regard.

Previous research found scores on the centrality subscale to
be reliable (α = .80 in a Black student sample; Vandiver et al.,
2009), as we did in our study (overall alpha of .88; α = .89 for
the Black sample, .87 for the white sample). Evidence for
criterion validity comes from the subscale’s high correlation
with intragroup contact (Sellers et al., 1997). Similarly, the
private regard subscale has been found to be reliable in
previous research (α = .62 in a Black student sample; Vandiver
et al., 2009) and in our own (overall alpha of .87; α = .90 for
the Black sample, .84 for the white sample). A negative
correlation with a measure of self-hatred speaks to the mea-
sure’s criterion validity (Vandiver et al., 2009). Our racial
identity scale that combined racial centrality and racial private
regard items was also reliable (overall alpha of .91; α = .92 for
the Black sample, .89 for the white sample).

Racial Discrimination Experiences. Participants’ experience with
race-based discrimination was measured using the Daily Life
Experiences (DLE) scale, which is a subscale of the Racism
and Life Experiences Scale (Harrell, 1994). The DLE assesses
the frequency with which an individual believes they expe-
rience discrimination in their daily life as a consequence of
their race (e.g., “How often because of race have you felt that
you were being accused of something or treated suspi-
ciously?”); participants responded to each item on a scale of 0
(never) to 5 (once a week or more). The DLE also assesses
how bothered the participants were by their experiences with
racism; participants responded to each item on a scale of 0 (has
never happened to me), 1 (doesn’t bother me at all) to 5
(bothers me extremely). We scored the DLE bymultiplying the
frequency response by the bothered response, similar to
previous studies (e.g., Roberts et al., 2008). We then averaged

across all items, so that higher scores on this composite
variable indicated more frequent and bothersome experiences
with racial discrimination.

Reliability analysis for the combined measure yielded a
Cronbach’s alpha of .97 for the total sample and .96 for both
Black and white subsamples. Previous research also reported
good internal reliability (.90 in a Black student sample; Harrell
et al., 1997). Further, criterion validity is evidenced by the
measure’s high correlation with cultural mistrust (i.e., mistrust
of white people).

Support for Social Hierarchies. We measured participants’
support for social hierarchies with a subset of items from the
Social Dominance Orientation (SDO) scale, which was de-
veloped to measure an individual’s desire for group domi-
nance and their attitudes towards social hierarchies (Pratto
et al., 1994). Because we were interested in measuring support
for social hierarchies, we selected 6-items that assessed their
hierarchy-enhancing ideologies (e.g., “It would be good if all
groups could be equal”—reverse scored; “We should do what
we can to equalize conditions for different groups”—reverse
scored), while excluding the scale items that captured attitudes
towards group dominance, as distinguished by previous re-
searchers (Ho et al., 2012). Participants responded on a scale
of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). After reverse
scoring the items, we created an average, such that higher
scores indicate more support for social hierarchies.

In the current study, we had a reliability of .92 overall (α =
.92 for Black sample and .91 for the white sample). Previous
research also reported high reliability (α = .83 in a mostly
white and Asian student sample; Pratto et al., 1994). Negative
correlations with altruism and concern for others speak to the
measure’s criterion validity (Pratto et al., 1994).

Positionality Statement

We believe that it is important to highlight the positionality of
the authors in the current study. First, we want to acknowledge
that we are three Black women writing about the experiences
and perceptions of Black people, and as a result, our own
interpretations of the data may be affected by our personal
social locations. We argue that no work is ever truly objective,
but that being aware of our own social position and biases can
help contextualize our work. We hope that this work is used to
further understanding of experience and the ways in which
benevolent sexism manifests for different individuals.

Results

In our analyses, we used the participant’s race and gender to
create four groups: Black women, Black men, white women,
and white men. We chose to create a single variable composed
of four groups instead of testing a race-gender interaction from
two separate variables because some intersectionality scholars
have asserted that an interaction effect may not accurately
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represent the experience of people occupying various race-gender
locations (Bowleg, 2008; Warner et al., 2018). Specifically,
because identities are theorized to be interdependent rather
than independent of one another (Bowleg, 2008; Cole, 2009),
the independence of categories assumed in statistical inter-
actions are not consistent with an intersectional analysis
(see Warner et al., 2018, for more information on this argu-
ment and see Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016, for alternative
perspectives).

Analysis of the patterns of missing data revealed that fewer
than 0.9% of all items for all cases were missing. Considering
individual cases, approximately 96.3% of participants had no
missing data whatsoever, and 97.1% of items had no missing
data across all cases. No item had more than 6.9% missing
values. Little’s MCAR test indicated that the data were not
missing completely at random, χ2 (9676) = 10,362.60,
p <.001. Given this, missing data were handled using ex-
pectation maximization, an appropriate technique when data
are not missing completely at random (Olinsky et al., 2003;
Schlomer et al., 2010). Sensitivity analysis indicated that we
had the ability to detect small effects (Cohen’s f2 = .04) for all
analyses given our sample size of 510 participants with power
of 0.95 at p = 0.05 (Faul et al., 2007).

Preliminary Analyses

Correlations and Cronbach’s alphas are reported in Table 1
separately for our Black and white women and men sub-
samples. Preliminary analyses indicated that racial centrality
and private regard were highly correlated, r(510) = .69, p <
.001. Because of this, we conducted a factor analysis which
indicated that all the items on the two subscales loaded on a
single factor. Consequently, we combined these two subscales
into one scale that we named “racial identity.”

Race-Gender Differences in Benevolent Sexism

We conducted a MANOVA to test Hypothesis 1 (group dif-
ferences in benevolent sexism) and to simultaneously explore

group differences in the cultural (egalitarianism, religiosity,
and racial identity) and inequality (experiences with racial
discrimination and support for social hierarchies) mediators.
The MANOVA revealed a significant multivariate effect,
Wilks’ Lambda = .54, F(18, 1417.53) = 19.04, p < .001, ηp

2 =
.19. Follow-up univariate analyses showed that there were
group differences in all variables (see Table 2). Specifically,
and partially supporting Hypothesis 1, Black women reported
higher benevolent sexism than white women (d = 1.06) and
white men (d = 0.47). Black men also reported significantly
higher benevolent sexism than both white women (d = 0.93)
and men (d = 0.37); however, Black women did not differ from
Black men (d = 0.19), contrary to our prediction. Finally,
white men reported more benevolent sexism than white
women, as predicted (d = 0.59).

Race-Gender Differences in Cultural Factors

We used the same MANOVA to examine group differences in
our cultural mediators—egalitarianism, religiosity, and racial
identity (see Table 2). We found that white women had a
significantly higher level of egalitarianism than Black women
(d = 0.30), Black men (d = 0.88), and white men (d = 0.90);
Black women were higher in egalitarianism than Black men
(d = 0.53) and white men (d = 0.55), who did not differ from
one another (d = 0.01). Every group differed significantly on
religiosity: Black women were higher than Black men (d =
0.50), white women (d = 1.08), and white men (d = 1.42);
Black men had higher levels of religiosity than white women
(d = 0.51) and white men (d = 0.80); and white women had
higher levels of religiosity than white men (d = 0.27). Finally,
Black women reported significantly higher levels of racial
identity than Black men (d = 0.43), white women (d = 0.73),
and white men (d = 1.00); Black men reported higher racial
identity than white men (d = 0.50), but were not different from
white women (d = 0.25); and white women had higher levels
of racial identity than white men (d = 0.27). Thus, Black and
white women reported higher levels of egalitarianism than
men; Black women and men reported being more religious

Table 2. Analyses of Variance for Dependent and Independent Study Variables by Race-Gender Group.

Black Women Black Men White Women White Men

Dependent variables M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F

Benevolent sexism 4.41a (.79) 4.34a (.89) 3.49b (.94) 4.02c (.86) 29.49*
Cultural variables
Egalitarianism 3.96a (.60) 3.64b (.59) 4.14c (.54) 3.65b (.56) 26.70*
Religiosity 5.48a (1.52) 4.64b (1.99) 3.62c (1.98) 3.10d (1.87) 38.83*
Racial identity 4.31a (.76) 3.97b (.81) 3.78b (.68) 3.60c (.65) 23.25*

Inequality variables
Racial discrimination experiences 6.44a (5.06) 7.04a (5.55) 2.98b (3.88) 2.42b (2.96) 33.62*
Support for social hierarchies 1.81a (1.00) 2.10a (1.25) 2.03a (1.00) 2.58b (1.09) 14.02*

Note. N = 510. For each row, means with different subscripts are significantly different.
*p < .05.

Davis et al. 7



than white women and men (and white women were more
religious than white men); and Black women had the highest
levels of racial identity, followed by Black men and white
women.

Race-Gender Differences in Inequality Factors

We also examined group differences in our inequality
mediators—experiences of racial discrimination and support
for social hierarchies (see Table 2). We found that Black
women and men did not differ in their reports of racial dis-
crimination (d = 0.09), but Black women did report more
experiences with discrimination than white women (d = 0.85)
and men (d = 1.03). Black men also reported more experiences
of discrimination than white women (d = 0.91) and men (d =
1.07), but white women and men did not differ from each other
(d = 0.12). White men reported higher support for social
hierarchies than Black women (d = 0.73), Black men (d =
0.41), and white women (d = 0.53); Black women did not
differ from Black men (d = 0.26) or white women (d = 0.22);
and Black men and white women did not differ either (d =
0.06). In sum, Black women and men reported that they
experienced more frequent and bothersome discrimination
than white women and men, and white men had the greatest
support for social hierarchies among all the groups.

Mediation Analyses

To test Hypotheses 2 and 3, mediation analyses were used to
examine whether the two proposed types of variables (cultural
and inequality factors) mediated the group differences found
in benevolent sexism. We used the PROCESS macro in SPSS
(Model 4) which allowed us to test categorical independent
variables and multiple mediators (Hayes, 2017). All five
potential mediators were entered simultaneously. We used
indicator coding in each analysis to treat our independent
variable (i.e., race-gender) as multicategorical (Hayes &
Preacher, 2014). Because white women displayed the low-
est levels of benevolent sexism, all analyses were interpreted
in reference to this group. Although we did not make specific
mediational hypotheses about white men as compared to white
women (because that was not the focus of the current study),
we report results comparing these groups for completeness.

When the other groups were not being directly examined,
they were treated as covariates in each model to account for
their effects and to make white women the referent group. This
method is recommended over aggregating groups (e.g., Black
women compared to everyone else) or discarding data (Black
and white women only) as it better represents the effects of
race-gender group overall on benevolent sexism (Hayes &
Preacher, 2014). Thus, for the first analysis, the Black women
group (vs. white women) was the independent variable;
egalitarianism, religiosity, racial identity, experiences of racial
discrimination, and support for social hierarchies were the
mediators; and benevolent sexism was the dependent variable.

Dummy variables representing Black men and white men
were included as covariates to make white women the ref-
erence group. This analysis determined whether the five
mediators accounted for the difference between Black
women’s and white women’s benevolent sexism. The second
and third analyses were similar, except that Black men and
white men were the independent variables, respectively, and
the covariates changed accordingly.

In a multicategorical analysis, the coefficient for the paths
from race-gender group to the mediators represent the adjusted
mean difference between the focal group (e.g., Black women)
and the referent group (white women) on the mediator (see
Figure 1, Panel a; Hayes & Preacher, 2014). As these replicate
the information presented in Table 2, we do not repeat those
results when reporting the mediational analyses. In addition,
the relationship between the mediators and benevolent sexism
are the same across all three analyses. Specifically, among the
cultural mediators, results indicated that egalitarianism was
related to less benevolent sexism whereas religiosity and racial
identity were related to more benevolent sexism. Among the
inequality mediators, racial discrimination was unrelated to
benevolent sexism, but support for social hierarchies was
related to less benevolent sexism.

However, comparing the above pattern of relationships
between the mediators and benevolent sexism, which ag-
gregates across all race-gender groups, to the bivariate cor-
relations of these same variables for each race-gender group
(see Table 1), we observed important differences suggesting
that relationships were not homogeneous across race-gender
groups. As a result, in addition to our planned mediational
analyses, we conducted post-hoc analyses to examine whether
the relationship between each mediator and benevolent sexism
was moderated by race-gender group. In doing so, we were
able to determine whether indirect effects of race-gender
group on benevolent sexism via each mediator were quali-
fied by race-gender group moderation as well.2

In our analyses, we used bootstrapping to estimate the
effects of the models. Bootstrapping provides an estimate of
the indirect effect by repeatedly taking samples of cases in the
data and estimating the mediation model coefficients based on
each bootstrap sample; the relative indirect effects are cal-
culated from the estimated coefficients (Hayes & Preacher,
2014). Each of our analyses was based on 5,000 resamples of
the data set with a bias corrected 95% confidence interval.
Effects were considered significant at the .05 alpha level if the
confidence interval did not include 0. Table 3 presents the total
indirect effects, specific indirect effects, and contrasts between
the specific indirect effects. Table 4 presents the interaction of
each race-gender dummy variable and mediator on benevolent
sexism (e.g., Black women vs. white women by egalitarianism
predicting benevolent sexism) as well as the conditional ef-
fects (i.e., simple slope) of each mediator on benevolent
sexism by race-gender group.

Black Women. We began testing Hypothesis 2 with Black
women (see Figure 1, Panel a, and Table 3). Tests of indirect
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effects indicated that lower egalitarianism, higher religiosity,
and higher racial identity mediated the relationship between
being a Black woman (vs. white woman) and benevolent
sexism. However, post-hoc moderation analyses (see Table 4)
indicated a significant interaction such that egalitarianism was
related to lower benevolent sexism for white women but these
variables were unrelated for Black women. The relationship
between religiosity and higher benevolent sexism did not
differ between Black and white women, nor did the rela-
tionship between racial identity and benevolent sexism. To-
gether, these results suggest that religiosity and racial identity
accounted for Black women’s higher benevolent sexism
compared to white women, but egalitarianism did not.

Tests of the indirect effects for Hypothesis 3 indicated that
neither experiences with racial discrimination nor support for
social hierarchies mediated the relationship with being a Black
woman (vs. white woman) and benevolent sexism. Post-hoc
moderation analyses indicated that racial discrimination was
unrelated to benevolent sexism for Black women but related to
higher benevolent sexism for white women; this interaction
was significant. Further, support for social hierarchies was
related to less benevolent sexism for Black women but more
benevolent sexism for white women; this interaction was also
significant. Thus, the interpretation of the mediation analyses
are unchanged for Black women (i.e., neither social inequality

factor explained their higher benevolent sexism) but indicate
that inequality factors were positively associated with be-
nevolent sexism for white women.

Black Men. We found that Black men had an almost
identical pattern of results to those of Black women (see
Figure 1, Panel b, and Table 3). The only difference was that
for Black men, the indirect effects indicated that their racial
identity did not mediate the relationship to explain their higher
benevolent sexism compared to white women. Post-hoc
moderation analyses (see Table 4) indicated a significant in-
teraction for egalitarianism such that as with Black women,
egalitarianism was unrelated to benevolent sexism for Black
men, and the relationships between religiosity and racial
identity with benevolent sexism did not differ between Black
men and white women. Further, neither racial discrimination
nor support for social hierarchies was related to benevolent
sexism for Black men. Therefore, Black men’s higher en-
dorsement of benevolent sexism was accounted for by their
higher religiosity—egalitarianism and racial identity were not
influential factors for them, nor were either of the inequality
variables.

White Men. Testing Hypothesis 2 for white men, the
indirect effects indicated that lower egalitarianism, lower
religiosity, and lower racial identity mediated the relation-
ship between being a white man (vs. white woman) and

Figure 1. Mediated relationships between race-gender group and benevolent sexism through cultural and inequality mediators. Note.
Coefficients in parentheses represent the total effects. Unstandardized coefficients are presented. Dotted lines indicate ns pathways. *p <
.05.
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benevolent sexism (see Figure 1, Panel c, and Table 3). Post-
hoc moderation analyses (see Table 4) indicated that the
strength of the significant relationship between higher
egalitarianism and lower benevolent sexism was greater for
white women than white men, but the relationships that
religiosity and racial identity had with benevolent sexism did
not differ between groups. Thus, egalitarianism, religiosity,
and racial identity accounted for differences in white men’s
benevolent sexism compared to white women. Although
white men’s lower religiosity and racial identity contributed
to lower benevolent sexism, examination of the contrasts
between the indirect effects suggest that because egalitari-
anism was the strongest mediator, white men’s higher
egalitarianism better predicted their overall higher benevo-
lent sexism compared to white women.

For Hypothesis 3, indirect effects indicated that experi-
ences with racial discrimination did not influence white men’s
endorsement of benevolent sexism; post-hoc moderation
analyses indicated that racial discrimination was associated
with more benevolent sexism for white men and white women
but the strength of this relationship was similar for both
groups. Indirect effects suggested that support for social
hierarchies mediated white men’s higher endorsement of
benevolent sexism compared to white women. However,

post-hoc moderation analyses indicated that support for
social hierarchies was unrelated to benevolent sexism for
white men although support for social hierarchies was
positively related to benevolent sexism for white women.
Together these results suggest that social inequality factors
did not account for white men’s higher benevolent sexism
compared to white women.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to answer two research questions:
(1) Are there racial-gender differences in the endorsement of
benevolent sexism among Black and white undergraduate
women and men? (2) Does the standpoint of these groups, as
reflected by cultural and inequality factors, explain this dif-
ference? More specifically, we hypothesized that Black
women and men would report higher endorsement of be-
nevolent sexism than white women and men, and Black and
white men would report more benevolent sexism than Black
and white women, respectively. We also predicted that the
higher endorsement of benevolent sexism would be explained
by cultural and inequality factors, because these would shape
individuals’ standpoints. The study results partially supported
our hypotheses, and suggest that cultural factors, rather than

Table 3. Indirect Effects of Race-Gender Group on Benevolent Sexism Through Cultural and Inequality Mediators.

Race and Gender Groups

BlackWomen Versus
White Women

Black Men Versus
White Women

White Men Versus
White Women

b [95% C.I.] b [95% C.I.] b [95% C.I.]

Total indirect effect .50* [.37, .64] .48* [.30, .66] .11* [.003, .22]
Specific indirect effect

Egalitarianism .10* [.03, .19] .28* [.16, .41] .27* [.19, .36]
Religiosity .16* [.09, .25] .09* [.03, .17] �.05* [�.09, �.01]
Racial identity .17* [.09, .26] .06 [�.02, .15] �.06* [�.11, �.01]
Experiences with racial discrimination .02 [�.01, .05] .05 [�.02, .13] �.01 [�.03, .003]
Support for social hierarchies .05 [�.01, .11] �.01 [�.06, .03] �.05* [�.12, �.002]

Contrasts between indirect effects
Religiosity—Egalitarianism .06 [�.05, .18] �.19* [�.34, �.05] �.32* [�.41, �.24]
Religiosity—Racial identity �.01 [�.12, .11] .03 [�.07, .12] .01 [�.05, .07]
Religiosity—Support for social hierarchies .14* [.06, .24] .10* [.03, .18] .01 [�.07, .09]
Religiosity—Experiences with racial discrimination .12* [.01, .23] .03 [�.07, .15] �.04 [�.08, .002]
Egalitarianism—Racial identity �.07 [�.19, .05] .22* [.05, .39] .33* [.24, .43]
Egalitarianism—Support for social hierarchies .08 [�.01, .18] .28* [.15, .44] .33* [.21, .46]
Egalitarianism—Experiences with racial discrimination .06 [�.05, .17] .22* [.08, .37] .28* [.20, .37]
Racial identity—Support for social hierarchies .15* [.07, .24] .07 [�.001, .15] �.01 [�.08, .08]
Racial identity—Experiences with racial discrimination .12* [.02, .23] .006 [�.10, .13] �.05* [�.10, �.004]
Experiences with racial discrimination—Support for
social hierarchies

�.03 [�.10, .04] �.06 [�.15, .02] �.05 [�.11, .01]

Note. N = 510. 5,000 bootstrap resamples and a 95% confidence interval were used. Unstandardized indirect effects are presented. Dummy coding was used to
compare the target race-gender group to white women.
*Upper and lower 95% confidence interval does not contain 0.
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inequality factors, better explain Black women and Black
men’s higher benevolent sexism compared to white women.
Our findings contribute insights into the role that race-gender
group membership can have on the perception and interpre-
tation of benevolent sexism and to the specific factors that
influence this relationship.

Comparing racial groups, we found that Black women and
men reported more benevolent sexism than white women and
men. Further, we found the expected within racial-group
gender difference only for white participants. Specifically,
although white men were more likely to endorse attitudes of
benevolent sexism than white women, the difference between
Black women and Black men was not significant. This lack of
a gender difference among our Black participants is notable
because it is consistent with the only other study to examine
within-race gender differences in benevolent sexism (Hayes &
Swim, 2013), but differs from other studies that omit race from
consideration and find that women endorse benevolent sexism
at lower levels than men (e.g., Becker, 2010; Connelly &
Heesacker, 2012; Fischer, 2006; Glick & Fiske; 1996). The
fact that we observed gender differences for our white par-
ticipants but not our Black participants suggests that by
omitting a consideration of race, previous research may be
generalizing its findings about gender differences to groups to
whom the patterns may not apply.

Although not tested directly, these racial group differences
lend support to our standpoint argument in which we sug-
gested that Black women and men would be more likely to
endorse benevolent sexism attitudes because they perceive
such subtle and benevolently sexist behaviors as a form of care
and protection rather than a form of restriction. This is con-
sistent with gender-focused studies that find that women
higher in benevolent sexism perceive protective restrictions
(e.g., being told they cannot do something because it is unsafe
for them) more favorably and motivated out of concern (Moya
et al., 2007). Further, the results of several studies suggest that
benevolent sexism endorsement is tied to social status and
power of groups. In contrast to hostile sexism, benevolent
sexism is more likely to be endorsed by women, particularly in
gender-traditional contexts where women have fewer eco-
nomic and social resources (Glick et al., 2000). Additionally,
exposure to benevolent sexism increases women’s perceptions
that society is fair (Jost & Kay, 2005). Thus, this subtle,
seemingly positive form of sexism may be more acceptable to
marginalized social groups. Our results suggest that this
pattern may extend beyond women to racially marginalized
groups, such that Black women and men are more likely to
endorse benevolent sexism due to their lower social status and
limited access to resources. Since beliefs that society is fair are
related to the pursuit of long-term goals for disadvantaged
groups (Laurin et al., 2013), endorsement of benevolent
sexism may enable marginalized groups to persist in the face
of challenges if their attitudes are rooted in system legiti-
mizing ideologies. Whether benevolent sexism endorsement
among Black women and men operates to maintain gender

inequality is unclear. However, results from Hayes and Swim
(2013), wherein hostile and benevolent sexism were unrelated
for Black participants, call into question whether these atti-
tudes reflect ambivalent beliefs about women for Black people
that serve to maintain the patriarchal status quo (Glick &
Fiske, 1997).

Our second research question suggested that cultural and
inequality factors might differentially shape the standpoints of
Black women and men as compared to white women and men.
However, our results provided support for two of the cultural
factors, but not those related to inequality. Our analysis of
cultural attitudemediators indicated that contrary to predictions,
egalitarianism was unrelated to benevolent sexism for Black
women and Black men and therefore did not account for their
higher benevolent sexism compared to white women. As
predicted, greater religiosity explained Black women and Black
men’s higher endorsement of benevolent sexism compared to
white women. A stronger racial identity also mediated this
relationship for Black women but did not for Black men. In
contrast, neither experiences of racial discrimination nor sup-
port for social hierarchies mediated race-gender differences in
benevolent sexism among Black women and men.

Using our measure of egalitarian sex role attitudes, which
focuses on equity in romantic relationships and household
roles, we found that Black women and men had lower mean
endorsement of egalitarianism than white women. This is
consistent with the existing literature, which has found that
Black women and men are more traditional in their rela-
tionship roles (Binion, 1990; Hall & Pichon, 2014; Kane,
2000). However, our results do not speak to whether Black
women and men have lower endorsement of egalitarianism
related to work roles, or whether such attitudes would explain
racial differences in benevolent sexism (Binion, 1990). This
relationship could be explored in future research using dif-
ferent measures of egalitarian sex roles. Interestingly, our post-
hoc moderation analyses revealed that despite their lower
mean levels of egalitarianism, Black women and men’s
egalitarian attitudes were unrelated to their endorsement of
benevolent sexism. In contrast, more egalitarian attitudes were
associated with lower endorsement of benevolent sexism for
white women and men. These results for Black women and
men are in contrast with the findings of previous studies
(Anderson & Johnson, 2003; Glick & Fiske, 1997), but
support the idea Black Americans’ egalitarian attitudes may be
context specific (e.g., workplace vs. familial relationships;
Binion, 1990) and may occupy a conceptual space distinct
from other gender-related attitudes, such as benevolent
sexism.

Our findings related to religion are generally consistent
with previous research. For example, research indicates that
religion is a vital and influential component of Black culture
that can impact the values that the community holds (Taylor
et al., 2009). Considering that greater religious beliefs have
been linked to higher endorsement of benevolent sexism
(Glick et al., 2002; Mikołajczak & Pietrzak, 2014), the strong
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mediating role that religiosity has for this group aligns with
existing research. Racial identity operated differently for the
Black women and Black men in our sample. We theorized that
a stronger racial identity would result in greater acceptance of
cultural norms and attitudes, including those about benevolent
sexism. Our results supported the relevance of racial identity
as it was associated with greater benevolent sexism for both
Black women and Black men. However, higher levels of racial
identity only accounted for, or mediated, Black women’s (but
not Black men’s) higher level of benevolent sexism compared
to White women. This may be because benevolent sexism
relates to gender relations, and gender norms are often con-
tained within race-related socialization messages for women
(Brown et al., 2017; Lesane-Brown, 2006).

Our lack of significant findings for mediation by inequality
factors suggest that threat perceptions related to Black women
and men’s marginalized status do not play a role in their
benevolent sexism attitudes. We found that Black women and
men reported significantly more frequent and bothersome
racial discrimination than white women and men, consistent
with other research in this area (Jones, 2018; Lee et al., 2019).
Further, contrary to previous system-justification theory
findings (Jost et al., 2004; Jost & Kay, 2005), we found that
Black women and men (and white women) reported lower
support for social hierarchies than white men, suggesting that
these groups in our study are less likely to support social group
inequality that marginalizes them (Ho et al., 2015; Lee et al.,
2011). However, we did not find support for our proposition
that Black women and men’s experiences of racial discrimi-
nation and support for social hierarchies might make the
comparatively benign behaviors of benevolent sexism be seen
as forms of care and protection. In fact, our post-hoc mod-
eration analyses indicated that Black women’s support for
social hierarchies was negatively related to benevolent sexism,
opposite our predictions. The finding for Black men was in the
same direction but not significant, possibly due to their small
size within our sample: more support for social hierarchies
was related to lower endorsement of benevolent sexism at-
titudes. These patterns may indicate that benevolent sexism is
distinct from other attitudes related to equality between groups
for Black women, and possibly Black men as well. It is unclear
whether a lack of mediation and these counterintuitive find-
ings are due to the measures we used to assess inequality;
perhaps different measures might elicit the pattern of rela-
tionships we theorized, such as a measure of awareness of
racial prejudice towards Black people that taps more general
perceptions of race-based societal unfairness, or a measure of
intergroup anxiety that taps assessments of group-based threat.
Alternatively, it might be that inequality factors have some
relevance for benevolent sexism attitudes but are less useful as
explanatory mechanisms than cultural values, particularly
since many of the cultural and inequality factors were cor-
related with each other in our study. Finally, inequality
constructs may interact with cultural values in more com-
plicated relationships than were examined here.

Several other interesting findings emerged in our mediation
analyses. Results for white men indicated that their higher
benevolent sexism compared to white women was better ac-
counted for by their more traditional gender role attitudes than
their lower religiosity or racial identity. Thus, due to white
men’s standpoint, attempts to reduce benevolent sexism would
need to focus on shifting their attitudes about appropriate roles
for women and men toward greater equality. Additionally, our
results highlighted some social inequality correlates of be-
nevolent sexism among white men and women in our study. In
particular, more experiences of racial discrimination were
associated with greater endorsement of benevolent sexism
for both white women and men. For white women but not
white men, support for social hierarchies was associated with
more benevolent sexism, consistent with previous research
(Jost & Kay, 2005; Sibley et al., 2007). Thus, although these
inequality factors do not account for race-gender differences
in benevolent sexism, they, along with cultural factors, do
help explain why white women reported the lowest benev-
olent sexism across groups. Only for white women were all
five mediators associated with benevolent sexism in the
expected direction; lower benevolent sexism was signifi-
cantly related to their higher egalitarianism, lower religiosity,
lower racial identity, lower racial discrimination, and lower
support for social hierarchies. Our selection of variables that
best explained white women’s benevolent sexism attitudes
may reflect the focus of the previous literature on under-
standing benevolent sexism through a white lens.

Finally, we note that across groups, a sizable direct effect of
race-gender group and benevolent sexism remained after
accounting for the effects of the mediators. This suggests that
there are other important explanatory factors not modeled in
our analyses. For example, right-wing authoritarianism has
been shown to impact one’s standpoint, as individuals with
high right-wing authoritarianism tend to desire traditionalism,
social cohesion, and security at the expense of personal
freedom; right-wing authoritarianism has also been linked to
benevolent sexism (Sibley et al., 2007). Identifying more of
these perspective-shifting factors is an important direction for
future studies.

Standpoint Theory

Standpoint theory helps to explain our findings, as the theory
claims that there is no universal experience (Stoetzler &
Yuval-Davis, 2002). Instead, an individual’s perspective
will vary based on their “situatedness” or social position,
which is determined by the multiple identities that they hold
(e.g., their race, gender, class, etc.; Allen, 1992; Collins, 2000)
and by their experiences with oppression and power (Collins,
1997). These conceptualizations are also consistent with in-
tersectionality theory which posits that individuals’ social
locations shape their standpoint, due to the power and priv-
ilege versus marginalization of their multiple social identities
(Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1990; Settles, 2006). As Black women
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researchers with a particular standpoint, we want to make clear
that we are not suggesting that Black people are more sexist than
white people. Rather, we propose that Black people’s history in
the US has created specific cultural norms and social structures
that may lead them to perceive behaviors that are defined as
benevolent sexism differently than those without such histories.
At the same time, we posit that white women have the lowest
endorsement of benevolent sexism because their racial privilege
protects them from racialized forms of mistreatment. Due to this
privilege, the restriction and control components of benevolent
sexism behaviors may be more salient and objectionable, and
consequently, are more likely to be rejected.

Limitations and Future Directions

There were several important limitations to this study. First, it is
unclear whether the Benevolent Sexism subscale of the Am-
bivalent Sexism Inventory (Glick & Fiske, 1996) is interpreted
the same way by Black and white women and men. In this
study, we argue that Black women and men endorse benevolent
sexism at a higher rate because there are socio-historical dif-
ferences that lead them to interpret these behaviors differently.
Hayes and Swim (2013) reported a somewhat lower benevolent
sexism scale reliability for Black participants in their study than
we found in ours and suggested researchers exercise caution
when using this measure. We acknowledge the possibility that
racial differences may be due to measurement constraints, for
example, if benevolent sexism manifests differently for Black
people, and the items on the scale do not capture this difference.
Another possibility is that Black and white peoplemay envision
different actors when they answer the items on the scale, and
their answers may vary based on who they imagine to be the
perpetrator and the target. Qualitative methods, which are
primarily concerned with understanding an individual’s expe-
rience from their perspective and in their own words (Creswell
& Poth, 2016), can facilitate understanding of the meanings
Black (and white) participants attach to the constructs that
comprise benevolent sexism.

A second limitation is that the sample we used in this study
consisted of college students, who are not representative of the
population as a whole for a variety of reasons (e.g., they tend
to be younger, have a higher education, and be more liberal
than the non-college student populations; Hooghe et al.,
2010). Furthermore, because most college students in our
sample are not yet married or employed full-time, they may
have a limited understanding of their actual attitudes towards
the statements in the benevolent sexism scale. Instead, they
must envision future versions of themselves and forecast their
attitudes, which is often difficult for individuals to do
(Kahneman & Snell, 1992). To address this issue and that of
generalizability, future research should focus on examining
attitudes towards benevolent sexism in older and more diverse
populations, including married people, working people, and
non-Black people of color. More generally, our results suggest
the importance of replicating prior studies of benevolent

sexism using primarily white samples to determine if similar
relationships (e.g., benevolent sexism endorsement and
greater psychological entitlement; Hammond & Overall,
2013; Hammond et al., 2014; Overall et al., 2011) are
found with Black samples.

Practice Implications

For scholars, study findings directly point to the necessity of
examining racial differences in benevolent sexism and other
forms of gender-based mistreatment. However, the study
implications extend beyond this group and may also inform
the work of mental health practitioners, parents, educators, and
policy makers. Although more research is needed to examine
the extent to which specific groups of individuals (e.g., Black
men) endorse benevolent sexism, previous studies do suggest
that both men and women endorse benevolent sexist attitudes
(Becker, 2010; Connelly & Heesacker, 2012; Fischer, 2006)
and more frequent experiences of benevolent sexism are as-
sociated with negative psychological outcomes, especially for
women (Dardenne et al., 2007; Dumont et al., 2010; Shepherd
et al., 2011). To that end, mental health practitioners may work
to reduce benevolent sexist attitudes, and in doing so, take a
culturally informed approach, thereby acknowledging how
attitudes may be differently motivated and expressed across
cultural groups. For instance, considering Black men, it may
be the case that due to the historical oppression of their racial
group, benevolent sexist behaviors aimed towards Black
women are motivated by a desire to create a sense of com-
munity across Black people and not subtle negative attitudes
about women. When working with men, practitioners should
work to disentangle the motivations behind benevolent sex-
ism; this may look like affirming altruistic intentions whilst
challenging the sexist notions underlying men’s chivalrous
behaviors. In their work with women, it is equally key that
practitioners acknowledge and support women in under-
standing the link between personally held benevolent sexist
attitudes and their presenting concerns (e.g., decreased rela-
tionship satisfaction; Hammond & Overall, 2013; Hammond
et al., 2014; Overall et al., 2011) and support women in
adopting attitudes that may be more adaptive.

Additionally, parents and educators play a critical role in
shaping individuals’ understanding of benevolent sexism and
other forms of gender-basedmistreatment (e.g.,Montañés et al.,
2012). Considering our findings, it remains imperative that both
educators and parents support youth in developing attitudes that
affirm the equality of the genders (more egalitarianism) and
further challenge the gender binary and heteronormative
standards, each of which are social structures maintained by
benevolent sexism (Glick & Fiske, 2001). Finally, for policy
makers, our findings offer a new lens by which to understand
and reduce sexism in organizations (e.g., workplace and
school). Organizations should continue to develop trainings and
policies to redress sexism. Because certain groups of indi-
viduals may be more or less inclined to enact or perceive
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benevolent sexism, training should include explicit mention of
benevolent sexism, including examples, and the negative im-
plications of this form of gender-based mistreatment for or-
ganizations. In this way, individuals across cultural groups will
be able to ascertain what benevolent sexism is and its impact on
them and their organization. Attending to seemingly innocuous
attitudes and behaviors, like benevolent sexism, will contribute
to a better organizational climate, and potentially mitigate the
risk for more egregious forms of gender-based mistreatment
(Brassel, 2020; Settles et al., 2013).

Conclusion

The role that race-gender group membership has on atti-
tudes towards benevolent sexism has been largely unex-
plored, despite the increasing call for intersectional
research in psychology (Grzanka et al., 2017; Valdez &
Golash-Boza, 2017). Thus, the goal of this study was to
introduce a race-gender analysis and explore cultural and
inequality factors that affect perceptions of benevolent
sexism. We confirmed research by Hayes and Swim
(2013), in that Black women and men endorsed benevo-
lent sexism at higher rates than white women and men, but
only among the latter two groups were gender differences
observed. Further, we found that Black women and men
endorsed benevolent sexism more than white women to the
extent that they were more religious; a stronger racial
identity also accounted for Black women’s higher en-
dorsement of benevolent sexism compared to white
women. However, inequality factors, assessed here as
experiences with racial discrimination and support for
social hierarchies, did not account for racial differences in
benevolent sexism but did help to explain white women’s
lower benevolent sexism. This study highlights the im-
portance of considering an individual’s standpoint and
how their situatedness is shaped by the groups they belong
to and can impact their attitudes. Further, it cautions
against generalizing findings derived from largely white
samples to other groups. In the present work, we have
centered Black people by explicitly theorizing about how
their unique cultural values and experiences shape their
attitudes about relations between women and men. Doing
so makes an important contribution given that this pop-
ulation has been understudied in psychological research in
general, and largely unexamined in benevolent sexism
research. As such, the findings of this study should en-
courage other researchers to continue to center margin-
alized communities in their own work, so that we can
continue to understand how intersecting identities affect
benevolent sexism and other attitudes.
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Notes

1. We chose not to capitalize white as a racial category to decenter
whiteness in our research.

2. We did not run our mediation analyses with race-gender as a
simultaneous moderator, due to criticism regarding this method
(Jacoby & Sassenberg, 2010).
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