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Two obstacles to the success of women:
ambivalent sexism from interviewers and
candidates themselves
Shujie Zhang1, Xinhui Xia1 & Peng Wang2✉

Ambivalent sexism, which includes both hostile and benevolent sexism, exerts a substantial

influence on the trajectory of women’s careers. In this research, we conducted two quasi-

experimental studies (Study 1 and Study 2) and one large-scale survey study (Study 3) to

investigate the dual impact of ambivalent sexism held by female candidates and male

interviewers on women’s job interview outcomes. The data were collected in China, with

Studies 1 and 2 involving undergraduate students as participants and Study 3 focusing on

employed professionals. As predicted, Study 1 (n= 80) and Study 2 (n= 80) demonstrated

that both hostile and benevolent sexism among female candidates and male interviewers

negatively impacted the evaluation of women’s employment probability. Study 3 further

revealed that this negative effect was mediated by the underestimation of women’s com-

petence. Besides, the findings of three studies indicated that when benevolent sexism levels

are high, the negative impact of hostile sexism on the evaluation of female candidates’

competence and their employment probability is significantly intensified. Based on these

findings, we suggest that more social attention should be paid to gender bias, and female job

seekers should develop more reasonable self-perceptions.
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There are gender differences between men and women in
human society. Indeed, the physiological differences
between men and women are determined by heredity and

evolution (Alexander and Borgia, 1979), and we cannot deny the
existence of these differences. However, sexism is an artificial
factor contributing to inequality (Allport, 1954). It refers to biased
and erroneous opinions about sex roles and relationships, or
unfair views and attitudes toward the other sex, arising from
perceived gender differences (Brandt, 2011). Since the 1950s,
sexism has garnered significant attention from scholars in the
field of social psychology. In this period, it is generally believed
that sexism manifests as a hostile attitude toward women (e.g.,
Swim et al., 1995). Subsequently, as the understanding of sexism
has deepened, scholars have developed the concept of ambivalent
sexism and suggested that sexism includes both hostile sexism
(HS) and benevolent sexism (BS; Glick and Fiske, 1996, 2001).

According to ambivalent sexism theory (AST; Glick and Fiske,
1996), HS is a more aggressive belief system that portrays women
as deceitful and manipulative, attempting to use sexual allure or
false claims of discrimination to gain power and control over
men. In contrast, BS refers to a seemingly positive yet paterna-
listic ideology that views women as virtuous and warm, and thus
considers them deserving of protection and adoration by men
(Glick et al., 1997; Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019). HS, due to its
overtly discriminatory nature, is readily recognized as sexism and
is likely to elicit anger and increase motivation to perform. On the
other hand, BS, which is more subtle and seemingly positive while
implicitly suggesting women’s lack of capabilities, may not be
perceived as sexism and is less likely to elicit the same level of
motivation to perform (Dardenne et al., 2007). Research suggests
that this warm, affectionate facet of sexism makes women more
accepting of their status and treatment, thereby diminishing their
drive to enhance their social and economic positions (Bollier
et al., 2007; Connelly and Heesacker, 2012; Glick and Fiske, 2001;
Hammond and Sibley, 2011). Recently, a growing number of
studies have begun to focus on ambivalent sexism in the occu-
pational field (e.g., Eagly and Mladinic, 2016; Erin et al., 2017;
Rubin et al., 2019; Warren et al., 2020). Many empirical studies
have shown that ambivalent sexism can deprive women of
opportunities for their development, inhibit their developmental
potential, and affect the formation of their career ambitions and
creativity (Bareket and Fiske, 2023; Dardenne et al., 2007).

Previous studies have demonstrated the negative impact of
ambivalent gender biases on women’s career development (e.g.,
Barron et al., 2024; Cheng et al., 2020; Chawla and Gabriel, 2024).
However, it remains unclear how ambivalent sexism held by
female candidates and male interviewers, respectively, influences
the job application process for women, the mechanisms through
which these influences occur, and the interactive effects between
hostile and benevolent sexism. What’s more, despite significant
progress in understanding gender bias in various cultural contexts
(e.g., Eagly and Mladinic, 2016; Fleming et al., 2020; Moscatelli
et al., 2020), there remains a gap in the literature regarding the
combined effects of benevolent and hostile sexism on women’s
career advancement, especially within the unique social and
cultural environment of China.

The present research was conducted to address these issues.
Specifically, this research was conducted in China, where tradi-
tional gender roles and workplace dynamics present unique
challenges for women’s career advancement. We investigate the
impact of ambivalent sexism held by female candidates and male
interviewers on the likelihood of women being selected for lea-
dership positions. It also examines the mediating role of per-
ceptions of women’s competence, as well as the interactive effects
between hostile and benevolent sexism in this process.

Women’s ambivalent sexism and their cognition about
themselves
A substantial body of research has documented various subtle yet
significant barriers that affect women’s chances of being hired
and attaining high-status positions (Bourabain, 2021; Moscatelli
et al., 2020; Watkins et al., 2006). Much of this research highlights
the central role of gender stereotypes, which portray men as more
competent, while women are viewed as warmer and better suited
for care activities or domestic roles (Glick et al., 1988; Mccreary
et al., 1998; Rose and Rudolph, 2006). Consequently, there is a
perceived mismatch between the requirements of specific orga-
nizational roles—emphasizing traits like assertiveness, competi-
tiveness, and ambition—and the attributes typically ascribed to
women, reducing their likelihood of being hired compared to
men (Barron et al., 2024). Notably, men are often perceived as
more competent and hirable than women, even when both gen-
ders exhibit similar performance or qualifications (Kosakowska-
Berezecka et al., 2023).

In a sexist environment, women’s self-confidence is heavily
influenced by societal stereotypes, leading them to doubt their
competence for challenging tasks (de Sousa Santos et al., 2020;
Fleming et al., 2020). The negative self-perceptions of women
regarding their development potential, their self-efficacy, and
their intentions are key factors in the gender differences observed
in women’s career ambitions (Bareket and Fiske, 2023). As a
result, these HS toward themselves contribute to their lower
participation in competitive activities. When competing with men
for the same jobs, women may underestimate their abilities and
believe they are not qualified for positions that are perceived as
more suitable for men. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

H1a: Female candidates’ hostile sexism has a significant negative
impact on their evaluations of employment probability, specifically,
the higher the level of hostile sexism among female candidates, the
lower their evaluations of their own employment probability.

H1b: The evaluation of women’s competence plays a mediating
role in the relationship between female candidates’ hostile sexism
and their evaluations of their own employment probability.

On the other hand, women who hold strong BS values believe
that they should adhere to the traditional gender division of
labor. They insist that men should act as providers and pro-
tectors, while women should rely on men to maintain their
economic and social status (Glick and Fiske, 2010). BS affirms
the interdependence between men and women, but it promotes
the institutionalization of the gender division of labor in a
seemingly benign form (Moya et al., 2007; Napier et al., 2010).
This subtle form of sexism causes women to forego the
opportunity to compete fairly with men, thereby reinforcing
societal concepts of gender hierarchy (Chawla and Gabriel,
2024). Specifically, BS emphasizes women’s warmth, self-
lessness, and dependency, which reinforces the role of men as
protectors and providers, placing women at a disadvantage in
career development and personal achievement.

In an environment permeated by stereotypes, women may
develop a sense of learned helplessness. Over time, they inter-
nalize the belief that they have little control over their out-
comes, leading to a lack of self-confidence and a tendency to
underestimate their abilities (Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019). In the
job-seeking process, this can manifest as a lack of confidence in
their competence and a reduced expectation of employment
success. Consequently, women who internalize benevolent
sexist beliefs may be less likely to pursue competitive positions
or negotiate for better terms, further perpetuating the gender
gap in the workforce. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

H2a: Female candidates’ benevolent sexism has a significant
negative impact on their evaluations of employment probability,
specifically, the higher the level of benevolent sexism among female
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candidates, the lower their evaluations of their own employment
probability.

H2b: The evaluation of women’s competence plays a mediating
role in the relationship between female candidates’ benevolent
sexism and their evaluations of their own employment
probability.

According to the risk-enhancement model, when two risk
factors exist simultaneously, one risk factor can enhance the
influence of another (Fergus and Zimmerman, 2005). This model
suggests that the presence of multiple risk factors can create a
synergistic effect, leading to more severe outcomes. In the context
of job interviews, HS is a significant risk factor that can negatively
impact women’s perceptions and experiences. The presence of BS
further compounds this risk by influencing women’s self-
perceptions and responses to unfair treatment.

More specifically, hostile sexism can lead to biased evaluations
and reduced opportunities for female candidates, and the pre-
sence of benevolent sexism can exacerbate these effects. Bene-
volent sexism, while seemingly positive, reinforces traditional
gender roles and can make women more likely to accept and
internalize negative stereotypes. Studies have shown that women
who have a high level of benevolent sexism are more likely to
tolerate unfair treatment in the workplace (Moya et al., 2007).
This acceptance of benevolent sexism can diminish their self-
esteem and confidence, making them more susceptible to the
negative impacts of hostile sexism (Chawla and Gabriel, 2024;
Moscatelli et al., 2020). Therefore, the interaction between HS
and BS will exacerbate female candidates’ cognitive bias of their
competence and employment probability. Thus, we hypothesize
the following:

H3: Female candidates’ benevolent sexism plays a moderating
role in the (a) direct and (b) indirect influences of their hostile
sexism on their evaluations of their own employment probability,
such that the direct and indirect effects are stronger among those
with higher benevolent sexism than among those with lower ben-
evolent sexism.

Interviewers’ ambivalent sexism and their cognition of
females
In addition to the sexism held by female candidates themselves,
the sexism possessed by interviewers also has a significant impact
on women’s career development. Research by Eagly and Karau
(2002) highlights a notable negative correlation between HS and
the approval of women in managerial positions. Their study
indicates that individuals with high levels of HS tend to hold less
favorable views toward women as leaders compared to those with
low HS. Further exploration by Masser and Abrams (2004) into
the glass ceiling effect in management revealed a significant
positive correlation between HS and negative evaluations of
women. In contrast, there is a significant positive correlation
between HS and the positive evaluation of men. Erin et al. (2017)
found that leaders who adhere to HS values generally believe that
female interns are less competent than male interns.

Recent research extended this line of inquiry. For example,
Erin et al. (2017) found that leaders who endorse HS values are
more inclined to believe that female interns are less competent
compared to their male counterparts. This disparity in perceived
competence can have far-reaching implications for career
advancement, as it may lead to fewer opportunities for profes-
sional growth and development for women. Relevantly, study of
Moscatelli et al. (2020) suggested that women are evaluated
against multiple criteria and might therefore be asked to meet
more requirements than men to be selected and make a career.
Given these empirical findings, it is reasonable to infer that
during the hiring process, interviewers with high levels of HS are

more prone to underestimate the competence of female candi-
dates and are less inclined to offer them positions. Thus, we
hypothesize the following:

H4a: Male interviewers’ hostile sexism toward female candidates
has a significant negative impact on their evaluations of the female
candidates’ employment probability, specifically, the higher the
level of hostile sexism among male interviewers, the lower their
evaluations of female candidates’ employment probability.

H4b: The evaluation of women’s competence plays a mediating
role in the relationship between male interviewers’ hostile sexism
and their evaluations of female candidates’ employment
probability.

In addition to HS, BS also often imposes restrictions on
women during the recruitment process. For example, noted that
men tend to categorize women into positive or negative types
based on their adherence to traditional roles. Research has
consistently shown that BS is associated with positive evalua-
tions of women who conform to traditional gender roles (e.g.,
Becker et al., 2011; Masser and Abrams, 2004). This association
reinforces gender-based restrictions on women (Gutierrez and
Leaper, 2024).

Despite its seemingly positive tone, BS acts as an invisible
constraint on women (Dardenne et al., 2007). Specifically, posi-
tive evaluations of women who conform to traditional roles can
create a double bind for female candidates. That means, if a
woman does not fit the traditional stereotype, she may be seen as
less competent or less likable. Conversely, if she does conform,
she may be viewed as less ambitious or less capable of handling
challenging roles (Cheng et al., 2020). This can lead to a situation
where female candidates are evaluated more harshly or held to
different standards than their male counterparts. Therefore, we
can infer that BS also has an important influence on the inter-
viewers’ cognition of female candidates’ competence and
employment probability during the interview process. Thus, we
hypothesize the following:

H5a: Male interviewers’ benevolent sexism toward female can-
didates has a significant negative impact on their evaluations of the
female candidates’ employment probability, specifically, the higher
the level of benevolent sexism among male interviewers, the lower
their evaluations of female candidates’ employment probability.

H5b: The evaluation of women’s competence plays a mediating
role in the relationship between male interviewers’ benevolent
sexism and their evaluations of female candidates’ employment
probability.

The combined of HS and BS can significantly affect hiring
decisions. By reinforcing the idea that women are either threa-
tening (HS) or in need of protection (BS), these biases create a
cycle where women are systematically excluded from leadership
and decision-making roles. This exclusion further cements the
status quo and makes it harder for women to break through the
barriers that limit their career advancement (Becker et al., 2011).
The interaction between HS and BS creates a multifaceted and
pervasive influence on the evaluation of female job candidates.
While HS directly undermines women’s competence and suit-
ability for leadership, BS indirectly achieves the same effect by
reinforcing traditional gender roles and creating subtle but sig-
nificant barriers. This dual bias can lead to a consistent under-
estimation of female candidates’ capabilities and a reduced
likelihood of their being hired. Thus, we hypothesize the
following:

H6: Male interviewers’ benevolent sexism plays a moderating
role in the (a) direct and (b) indirect influences of their hostile
sexism on their evaluations of female candidates’ employment
probability, such that the direct and indirect effects are stronger
among those with higher benevolent sexism than among those with
lower benevolent sexism.
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Study 1
The purpose of Study 1 is to investigate the direct effects of female
candidates’ HS and BS on their evaluations of their own
employment probability, as well as the moderating role of BS in
this direct effect. This will allow for testing H1(a), H2 (a),
and H3(a).

Method
Participants and procedure. Firstly, we conducted a survey among
female undergraduate students at two universities in China.
Students who volunteered to participate in the study signed an
informed consent form. We used Questionnaire Star software
(https://www.wjx.cn/) to create the online questionnaire. Parti-
cipants accessed the questionnaire by clicking on the provided
web link. The survey content included demographic information
(such as age, major, and contact information) and the Ambivalent
Sexism Inventory (ASI, Appendix A). After collecting the data, we
excluded invalid questionnaires, defined as those with a com-
pletion time of less than 30 s. Following this exclusion, we col-
lected 1029 valid responses. The age range of participants was
18–24 years (M= 19.47, SD= 3.41).

Then, based on the ASI scores, four groups were selected to
participate in the study. First, we calculated the mean scores and
standard deviation for HS (M= 2.97, SD= 0.86) and BS
(M= 3.64, SD= 0.96) for all participants. Participants whose
HS scores were one standard deviation above the mean were
classified into the higher HS group, while those whose HS scores
were one standard deviation below the mean were classified into
the lower HS group. The same criteria were applied to classify
participants into high BS and low BS groups. By combining these
classifications, we formed four groups: Group 1, higher HS and
higher BS; Group 2, higher HS and lower BS Group 3, lower HS
and higher BS; and Group 4, lower HS and lower BS. Second, to
avoid significant differences in group sizes that could affect the
study results, we randomly selected 20 participants from each
group. Thus, the final participants of Study 1 comprising
80 students. All participants in this study were female, with ages
ranging from 18 to 23 years (M= 19.91, SD= 2.31).

Next, each participant was brought into the lab, and only one
student participated in the study at a time. The researcher acted
as the interviewer and instructed the participants to imagine that
they were candidates in an interview. Then, they were given a
recruitment brief with job requirements. Before the study began,
we developed a detailed job description for the recruitment
process (see Appendix B for details). The position outlined in the
recruitment brief is designed to attract potential reserve cadres for
a Fortune 500 enterprise. We explained to the participants that
they should consider only whether they were qualified for the job,
not whether they liked it or not. The recruitment brief was
evaluated as effective by 10 postgraduate students majoring in
psychology and 2 professors specializing in psychometrics. After
reading the brief, the participants completed the evaluation of
employment probability scale.

Measures
Ambivalent sexism: The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI),
developed by Glick and Fiske (2001), was used to measure par-
ticipants’ HS and BS. The ASI consists of two 11-item subscales
that assess HS and BS. Following the methodology of Glick et al.
(2000), who used the scale in cross-cultural studies across nine
countries, we deleted six reverse-scored items and included 16
items in the analysis, as detailed in Appendix A. Responses were
indicated on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). A total score was calculated from
the two subscales (HS Cronbach’s α= 0.74; BS Cronbach’s

α= 0.78). The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) results indicate
that the scale fits well (KMO = 0.85, Bartlett’s sphericity test,
p < 0.001). The items are distributed accurately to the subscales,
and the factor loadings range from 0.41 to 0.81, demonstrating
good validity.

Evaluation of employment probability: The scale was developed
by our research group and consists of one item measuring the
participants’ evaluation of their probability of a successful
application (e.g., “Do you think you should be hired for the job?”)
on a scale from 1 (absolutely not) to 7 (absolutely yes).

Results
Descriptive results. SPSS 20.0 software was used to analyze the
relationship between variables and test the hypotheses. The
descriptive statistics results for the main variables are shown in
Table 1. It can be seen that participants’ HS is significantly
negatively correlated with their evaluation of employment prob-
ability (r=−0.65, p < 0.001). Similarly, participants’ BS is also
significantly negatively correlated with their evaluation of
employment probability (r=−0.62, p < 0.001). These results
provide preliminary evidence for our hypotheses.

The direct effect of female candidates’ ambivalent sexism. With HS
and BS as independent variables and evaluations of employment
probability as dependent variables, the results of ANOVA show
that the main effect of HS is significant (F(1,77)= 212.77,
p < 0.001, ηp2= 0.18). That is, participants with higher HS have
lower evaluation of employment probability than those with
lower HS. Therefore, H1(a) is supported. The main effect of BS is
significant (F(1,77)= 18.25, p < 0.001, ηp2= 0.23). That is, parti-
cipants with higher BS have lower evaluation of employment
probability than those with lower BS. Therefore, H2(a) is
supported.

The moderating effect of female candidates’ BS. The interaction
effect between HS and BS is significant (F (1,77)= 6.39, p= 0.01,
ηp2= 0.10). The results of the simple effect of HS and BS on the
evaluation of employment probability are shown in Table 2 and
Fig. 1. Specifically, under the higher BS condition, participants

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among
variables in Study 1 (n= 80).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Hostile Sexism 2.97 0.86 1
2. Benevolent
Sexism

3.64 0.96 0.41*** 1

3. Evaluation of
Employment
Probability

3.92 1.30 −0.65*** −0.62*** 0.64*** 1

***p < 0.001.

Table 2 Evaluation of employment probability under
different conditions in Study 1 (n= 80).

HS BS F

Low M (SD) High M (SD)

Low 4.80 (0.77) 4.30 (1.03) 3.04
High 4.50 (1.73) 2.55 (0.69) 15.41***
F 0.37 37.23***

***p < 0.001.
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with higher HS have a significantly lower evaluation of employ-
ment probability compared to those with lower HS (F
(1,77)= 37.23, p < 0.001). However, under the lower BS condi-
tion, there is no significant difference in evaluation of employ-
ment probability between participants with higher HS and those
with lower HS (F (1,77)= 0.37, p= 0.55). Therefore, H3(a) is
supported.

Discussion of Study 1. Aligned with our hypotheses, the results of
Study 1 indicate that both female candidates’ HS and BS have
significant negative effects on their evaluation of their employ-
ment probability. Moreover, the results suggest that there is a
risk-enhancement effect between HS and BS (Fergus and
Zimmerman, 2005), that is, female candidates’ BS can exacerbate
the negative impact of HS. The reasons for these results may be
that women’s self-confidence is deeply influenced by societal
stereotypes, leading them to believe they are not sufficiently
competent for challenging tasks (Curun et al., 2017; Dardenne
et al., 2007). Additionally, protective paternalism may lead to
women’s submission. If female candidates have a higher level of
BS, they may be more likely to accept unfair restrictions (Moya
et al., 2007). Under high HS condition, women’s BS seems to act
as a “goodwill excuse” for the unfair treatment they suffer.
Therefore, the interaction between HS and BS aggravates the
cognitive bias of female candidates regarding their competence
and employment probability.

Study 2
The purpose of Study 2 is to investigate the direct effects of male
interviewers’ HS and BS on their evaluations of female candidates’
employment probability, as well as the moderating role of BS in
this direct effect. This will allow for testing H4(a), H5(a),
and H6(a).

Method
Participants and procedure. In Study 2, we first conducted a
survey among male undergraduate students at two universities in
China. The procedure is similar to that of study 1. Questionnaire
Star software was used to create the online questionnaire, and the
participants accessed the questionnaire by clicking on the pro-
vided web link. The survey content included demographic
information (such as age, major, and contact information) and
the ASI. After using the same criteria as in Study 1 to exclude
invalid data, 1029 valid responses remained. The age range of
participants was 18–24 years (M= 19.47, SD= 3.41). The mean

scores and standard deviation for HS (M= 3.11, SD= 1.57) and
BS (M= 3.68, SD= 1.51) is calculated. Second, using the same
criteria of study 1, four groups (80 students) were selected to
participate in Study 2. All participants in this study were male,
with ages ranging from 18 to 22 years (M= 19.35, SD= 2.01).

Then, each participant was brought into the lab, and only one
student participated in the study at a time. The researcher asked
the participants to imagine that he is participating in the
interview as an interviewer. After that, they were given the
recruitment brief with job requirements (as used in study 1) and a
resume of a female candidate, containing her personal informa-
tion, academic qualifications, and practice experience (see
Appendix C for details). Before the study began, the resume
was evaluated as effective by 10 postgraduates majoring in
psychology and 2 professors majoring in psychometrics. After the
participants read the recruitment brief and resume, they
completed the evaluation of female candidates’ employment
probability scale.

Measures
Ambivalent sexism: The adapted Ambivalent Sexism Inventory
(the same scale used in study 1) was used to measure participants’
HS and BS (HS Cronbach’s α= 0.78; BS Cronbach’s α= 0.76).

Evaluation of female candidates’ employment probability: The
scale used for the evaluation of female candidates’ employment
probability is similar to the scale used in Study 1. In this study,
the items have been modified to apply to the interviewer’s
answers (e.g., “Do you think Wang should be hired for the job?”).

Results
Descriptive results. The descriptive statistics results for the main
variables are shown in Table 3. It can be seen that participants’ HS is
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Fig. 1 Simple effect of HS and BS on evaluation of employment probability in Study 1 (n= 80).

Table 3 Descriptive statistics and correlations among
variables in Study 2 (n= 80).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Hostile Sexism 3.11 1.57 1
2. Benevolent Sexism 3.68 1.51 0.52*** 1
3. Evaluation of
Employment
Probability

4.71 1.19 −0.61*** −0.69*** 0.80*** 1

***p < 0.001.
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significantly negatively correlated with their evaluation of female
candidates’ employment probability (r=−0.61, p < 0.001). Similarly,
participants’ BS is also significantly negatively correlated with their
evaluation of female candidates’ employment probability (r=−0.69,
p < 0.001). These results provide preliminary evidence for our
hypotheses.

The direct effect of male interviewers’ ambivalent sexism. With HS
and BS as independent variables and evaluations of female can-
didates’ employment probability as dependent variables, the
results of ANOVA show that the main effect of HS is significant
(F(1,77)= 15.06, p < 0.001, ηp2= 0.15). That is, participants with
higher HS have lower evaluations of female candidates’ employ-
ment probability than those with lower HS. Therefore, H4(a) is
supported. The main effect of BS is significant (F(1,77)= 55.50,
p < 0.001, ηp2= 0.39). That is, participants with higher BS have
lower evaluations of female candidates’ employment probability
than those with lower BS. Therefore, H5(a) is supported.

The moderating effect of male interviewers’ BS. The interaction
effect between HS and BS is significant (F (1,77)= 9.78, p= 0.01,
ηp2= 0.07). The results of the simple effect of HS and BS on the
evaluations of employment probability are shown in Table 4 and
Fig. 2. Specifically, under the higher BS condition, participants
with higher HS have a significantly lower evaluation of female
candidates’ employment probability compared to those with
lower HS (F(1,77)= 25.11, p < 0.001). However, under the lower
BS condition, there is no significant difference in evaluation of
female candidates’ employment probability between participants
with higher HS and those with lower HS (F (1,77)= 0.78,
p= 0.38). Therefore, H6(a) is supported.

Discussion of Study 2. The results of Study 2 indicate that both
male interviewers’ HS and BS have significant negative effects on
their evaluation of female candidates’ employment probability.
The interactive effect between HS and BS is also found, that is,
male interviewers’ BS can exacerbate the negative impact of HS.
Consistent with previous research (Barron et al., 2024; Fleming
et al., 2020; Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019), this study confirms that
when interviewers have high levels of ambivalent sexism, they
tend to reduce the possibility of granting candidates employment
opportunities. Similar to the results of Study 1, and consistent
with the framework of the risk-enhancement model, interviewers’
benevolent sexism further reinforces the gender constraints
imposed by hostile sexism on women. It aggravates the inter-
viewer’s cognitive bias toward female candidates.

Study 3
The aim of Study 3 is to re-examine the direct impacts of HS and
BS in both female candidates and male interviewers, test the
mediating effects of evaluations of women’s competence, and
explore the moderating effect of BS. This will allow for testing of
H1–H6.

Method
Participants and procedure. We recruited participants from Cre-
damo (https://www.credamo.com/), which is a leading online
crowdsourcing platform like Mechanical Turk in China. It com-
prises 2.6 million respondents, whose personal information was
confirmed, allowing for an authentic, diverse, and representative
sample. To ensure the quality of the data, participants were
restricted to individuals who are currently employed. We also
excluded participants under the age of 18. Participants accessed
the questionnaire by clicking on the provided web link. To
minimize the concerns of common method variance (CMV), we
collected data at two time points (Podsakoff et al., 2012). At Time
1, research assistants distributed questionnaires to 2000 partici-
pants who agreed to participate in the study. The questionnaire
contained items on demographic information and ASI. A total of
1735 participants responded at Time 1. At Time 2, ~2 weeks later,
research assistants distributed a second questionnaire to those
1735 participants. The Time 2, participants answered the survey
containing evaluation of competence and employment probability
for a leadership position. Invalid questionnaires with regular
responses pattern were deleted, remaining 1557 valid responses.

Table 4 Evaluation of female candidates’ employment
probability under different conditions in Study 2 (n= 80).

HS BS F

Low M (SD) High M (SD)

Low 5.65 (0.73) 4.75 (0.93) 14.58***
High 5.42 (0.69) 3.58 (0.77) 50.39***
F 0.78 25.11***

***p < 0.001.
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Fig. 2 Simple effect of HS and BS on evaluation of female candidates’ employment probability in Study 2 (n= 80).
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Of the participants, 66% were female. The age range of partici-
pants was 18–32 years (M= 25.77, SD= 3.01).

Measures
Ambivalent sexism. The adapted Ambivalent Sexism Inventory
(the same scale used in Study 1 and 2) was used to measure
participants’ HS and BS (HS Cronbach’s α= 0.83; BS Cronbach’s
α= 0.78).

Evaluation of competence. We adapted the scale developed by
Good and Rudman (2010) to measure participants’ evaluation of
women’s competence for a leadership job. The scale consists of 4
items (see Appendix D for details). Responses were indicated on a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).
A total score was calculated from the four items, with high
reliability (Cronbach’s α= 0.93).

Evaluation of employment probability. The similar scales used in
Study 1 and 2 were used to measure participants’ evaluation of
women’s employment probability for a leadership job. For male
participants, the items have been modified (e.g., “Do you think a
woman should be hired for a leadership job?”).

Results
Common method variance (CMV) check. Harman’s single-factor
analysis method was used to check the CMV in this study. The
results show that the explanation rate of the first factor for the
total variance is 25.99%, which does not exceed the standard of
40% (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Hence, it appears that CMV showed
no substantial threat to our research.

Descriptive results. The descriptive statistics results for the main
variables are shown in Table 5. It can be seen that participants’
HS is significantly negatively correlated with their evaluation of
women’s competence(r=−0.29, p < 0.001) and employment
probability for a leadership job (r=−0.25, p < 0.001). Similarly,
participants’ BS is also significantly negatively correlated with
their evaluation of female candidates’ competence (r=−0.20,
p < 0.001) and employment probability (r=−0.19, p < 0.001).
These results provide preliminary evidence for our hypotheses.

The direct effect of ambivalent sexism. We tested our hypotheses
by linear regression and the PROCESS macro with bootstrapping
techniques in SPSS. First, we divided the participants into female
and male groups based on their self-reported gender. In female
group, with HS and BS as independent variables and evaluations
of women’s employment probability as dependent variables, the
results of linear regression show that the direct effect of HS is
significant (b=−0.09, se= 0.05, p= 0.001). Therefore, H1(a) is
supported. The main effect of BS is also significant (b=−0.08,

se= 0.05, p= 0.002). Therefore, H2(a) is supported. In male
group, same analysis was conducted. The results of linear
regression show that the direct effect of HS is significant
(b=−0.11, se= 0.04 p < 0.001). Therefore, H4(a) is supported.
The main effect of BS is also significant (b=−0.10, se= 0.03,
p= 0.001). Therefore, H5(a) is supported.

The mediating effect of evaluation of competence. In female group,
with HS and BS as independent variables, evaluation of women’s
competence as mediating variable and evaluations of women’s
employment probability as dependent variables, the results of
PROCESS macro with bootstrapping (Model 4) show that, female
participants’ HS (b=−0.32, se= 0.03, p < 0.001, 95% CI=
[−0.39, −0.26]) and BS (b=−0.24, se= 0.04, p < 0.001, 95%
CI= [−0.32, −0.17]) are negatively related to evaluation of
women’s competence. Evaluation of women’s competence is
positively related to evaluation of employment probability
(b= 0.10, se= 0.03, p= 0.001, 95% CI= [0.04, 0.16]). Besides,
the mediating effects of evaluation of competence in the rela-
tionship between HS and employment probability (b=−0.03,
se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.06, −0.01]), as well as in the relationship
between BS and employment probability are significant
(b=−0.02, se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.04, −0.01]). Therefore,
H1(b) and H2(b) are supported.

In male group, same analysis was conduct. The results show
that, male participants’ HS (b=−0.27, se= 0.03, p < 0.001, 95%
CI= [−0.32, −0.21]) and BS (b=−0.27, se= 0.03, p < 0.001,
95% CI= [−0.33, −0.22]) are negatively related to evaluation of
women’s competence. Evaluation of women’s competence is
positively related to evaluation of employment probability
(b= 0.19, se= 0.02, p < 0.001, 95% CI= [0.14, 0.23]). Besides,
the mediating effects of evaluation of competence in the
relationship between HS and employment probability
(b=−0.05, se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.06, −0.04]), as well as in
the relationship between BS and employment probability ate
significant (b=−0.04, se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.06, −0.03]).
Therefore, H4(b) and H5(b) are supported.

The moderating effect of BS. In female group, with HS as inde-
pendent variable, BS as moderating variable, and evaluations of
women’s employment probability as dependent variables, the
results of PROCESS macro with bootstrapping (Model 1) show
that, the moderating effect of BS is significant (b=−0.02,
se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.03, −0.01]). The result of conditional
effect shows that the effect of HS on employment probability at
lower level of BS is not significant (b= 0.01, se= 0.02, 95%
CI= [−0.03, 0.04]), while at higher level of BS is significant
(b=−0.06, se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.09, −0.04]). Therefore,
H3(a) is supported.

In male group, same analysis was conduct. The results show
that, the moderating effect of BS is significant (b=−0.02,
se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.03, −0.01]). The result of conditional
effect show that the effect of HS on employment probability at
lower level of BS is not significant (b=−0.02, se= 0.01, 95%
CI= [−0.03, 0.01]), while at higher level of BS is significant
(b=−0.04, se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.06, −0.02]). Therefore,
H6(a) is supported.

The moderated mediating effect. In female group, with HS as
independent variable, BS as moderating variable, evaluations of
women’s competence as mediating variable, and evaluations of
women’s employment probability as dependent variables, the
results of PROCESS macro with bootstrapping (Model 7) show
that, the moderated mediating effect is significant (b=−0.01,
se= 0.00, 95% CI= [−0.02, −0.01]). The result of conditional
effect shows that the indirect effect of HS on employment

Table 5 Descriptive statistics and correlations among
variables in Study 3 (n= 1557).

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Hostile Sexism 2.80 0.83 1
2. Benevolent
Sexism

2.74 0.78 0.49*** 1

3. Evaluation of
Competence

4.93 1.01 −0.29**** −0.20*** 1

4. Evaluation of
Employment
Probability

4.19 0.88 −0.25*** −0.19*** 0.78*** 1

***p < 0.001.
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probability at lower level of BS is not significant (b=−0.01,
se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.01, 0.01]), while at higher level of BS is
significant (b=−0.03, se= 0.02, 95% CI= [−0.06, −0.01]).
Therefore, H3(b) is supported.

In male group, same analysis was conducted. The results show
that, the moderated mediating effect is significant (b=−0.01,
se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.03, −0.01]). The result of conditional
effect shows that the indirect effect of HS on employment
probability at lower level of BS (b=−0.02, se= 0.02, 95%
CI= [−0.04, 0.01]), is significantly weaker than that at higher
level of BS (b=−0.04, se= 0.01, 95% CI= [−0.06, −0.03]).
Therefore, H6(b) is supported.

Discussion of Study 3. In Study 3, we provide robust evidence that
both forms of sexism—hostile and benevolent—continue to exert
significant negative influences on the evaluation of women’s
employment probabilities. One of the key contributions of Study
3 is its examination of the mediating role of competence eva-
luation. Our findings confirmed that perceptions of competence
serve as a critical intermediary in the relationship between
ambivalent sexism and employment probability. Specifically,
when either female candidates or male interviewers hold sexist
attitudes, it leads to an underestimation of women’s professional
capabilities. This diminished perception of competence, in turn,
significantly lowers the likelihood of successful job application
outcomes for female candidates (Dardenne et al., 2007). Another
important aspect of Study 3 was its investigation into the mod-
erating effect of benevolent sexism. The results revealed that the
presence of benevolent sexism can exacerbate the negative impact
of hostile sexism. Benevolent sexism, often characterized by see-
mingly positive but patronizing attitudes, subtly reinforces ste-
reotypes that undermine women’s professional ambitions and
perceived competence (Bollier et al., 2007; Cheng et al., 2020).
This interplay between benevolent and hostile sexism creates a
more complex and harmful environment for women seeking
leadership roles (Connelly and Heesacker, 2012; Hammond and
Sibley, 2011).

General discussion
This research contributes significantly to the understanding of
how ambivalent sexism—comprising both hostile and benevolent
forms—affects the women’s employment. Through two quasi-
experimental studies (Study 1 and Study 2) and one large-scale
survey study (Study 3), we explored the dual impact of ambiva-
lent sexism held by female candidates and male interviewers on
women’s job interview outcomes. Our findings consistently
demonstrated that both female candidates and male interviewers
who hold ambivalent sexist attitudes tend to underestimate
women’s competence. This underestimation, in turn, negatively
influences their evaluations of the probability of employment
success for female candidates. A particularly noteworthy dis-
covery was the moderating role of benevolent sexism. Contrary to
its seemingly positive or protective facade, benevolent sexism
significantly intensifies the negative effects of hostile sexism. This
suggests that even ostensibly favorable attitudes toward women
can perpetuate harmful stereotypes and hinder career advance-
ment. The coexistence of both forms of sexism creates a syner-
gistic effect that compounds the disadvantages faced by women in
professional settings.

This research makes significant contributions to the existing
literature on gender sexism and its impact on women’s employ-
ment. Firstly, we extend prior studies that typically adopt a single
perspective, focusing either on the biases held by female candi-
dates or male interviewers (Bourabain, 2021; de Sousa Santos
et al., 2020; Fleming et al., 2020). This research simultaneously

examines the effects of ambivalent sexism from both parties. By
delving into how these biases interact during the interview pro-
cess, we provide a more comprehensive understanding of the
ambivalent sexism. This dual-perspective approach reveals the
complex ways in which ambivalent sexism from both female
applicants and male interviewers can influence the outcomes for
women, offering new insights that extend beyond the limitations
of earlier single-perspective studies.

Secondly, this research investigates the critical role of percep-
tions of a female candidate’s competence as an intermediary
factor between ambivalent sexism and the employment prob-
ability. Building on calls from previous research (e.g., Barron
et al., 2024; Hopkins-Doyle et al., 2019; Kosakowska-Berezecka
et al., 2023) for deeper analysis of the mechanisms through which
gender sexism affects candidate evaluation, our research provides
evidence that biased perceptions of competence significantly
mediate the impact of ambivalent sexism. We demonstrate that
when either female candidates or male interviewers hold
ambivalent sexism, it leads to an underestimation of women’s
competence. This diminished perception of competence, in turn,
lowers the evaluation of employment probability. By elucidating
this mechanism, our findings offer valuable insights into how
gender sexism can subtly yet profoundly affect the evaluation of
female candidates’ qualifications, ultimately influencing their
career advancement opportunities.

Thirdly, this research advances the literature by exploring the
interactive effects of hostile and benevolent gender sexism, con-
tributing to a more nuanced understanding of ambivalent sexism.
Our research demonstrates that the coexistence of seemingly
positive but patronizing attitudes (benevolent sexism) alongside
overtly negative stereotypes (hostile sexism) can compound the
challenges faced by female job applicants. Specifically, we show
that benevolent sexism significantly exacerbates the negative
impacts of hostile sexism, creating a synergistic effect that
intensifies barriers for women in the hiring process. This finding
not only broadens the scope of existing research on ambivalent
sexism (Kosakowska-Berezecka et al., 2023; Rubin et al., 2019;
Warren et al., 2020) but also validates the applicability of risk-
enhancement theory (Fergus and Zimmerman, 2005) within the
context of gender bias in employment settings. By uncovering
these interactive dynamics, our research highlights the need for
more comprehensive approaches to addressing gender biases in
professional environments, ensuring fairer and more inclusive
hiring practices.

Moreover, our research offers some practical implications.
These results underscore the critical need for increased social
awareness regarding gender biases in the workplace. Organiza-
tions and policymakers must recognize that both overtly hostile
and covertly benevolent forms of sexism contribute to systemic
barriers for women. Efforts should be directed toward fostering
environments that challenge these biases and promote equitable
opportunities for all genders. Moreover, our research has practical
implications for female job seekers. By understanding the
potential impacts of internalized biases, women can work toward
establishing more realistic and positive self-perceptions. Educa-
tional programs and workshops aimed at building confidence and
resilience could play a crucial role in mitigating the adverse effects
of ambivalent sexism.

Limitations and future directions. First, while our findings
provide valuable insights into sexism in the Chinese workplace,
the specific cultural and social contexts of China may limit the
generalizability of these results to other countries or regions.
Therefore, we encourage future research to explore how cultural
factors, such as unique societal norms and workplace dynamics,
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influence the manifestation and perception of sexism in different
cultural settings. Second, there is a difference between the esti-
mation and the final decision of employment. This research did
not directly examine the impact of the interviewer’s ambivalence
in a real interview situation. Therefore, it is necessary for future
research to examine the impact of HS and BS on a real interview
situation. Third, this research used the examination of sexism in
interviewing activities, and a sample of college students facing
employment was used. However, given the lasting and profound
impact of ambivalent sexism on women’s career, it is necessary
for future research to use other samples (e.g., real job seekers or
interviewers) and conduct in-depth research on this issue. Fourth,
while our current research provides valuable insights into the
impacts of ambivalent sexism on female applicants, we
acknowledge the significance of comparing outcomes for male
and female candidates in future research. Future studies can
explore whether hostile and benevolent sexism exert different
effect on male and female applicants. Finally, future research can
examine the effects of HS and BS on career development beyond
the interview process, such as career choice, duty fulfillment,
appointment and promotion, dismissal, and other activities.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current
research are available from the corresponding author on rea-
sonable request.
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