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Goal Preference Shapes
Confrontations of Sexism
Robyn K. Mallett1 and Kala J. Melchiori1

Abstract
Although most women assume they would confront sexism, assertive responses are rare. We test whether women’s
preference for respect or liking during interpersonal interactions explains this surprising tendency. Women report preferring
respect relative to liking after being asked sexist, compared with inappropriate, questions during a virtual job interview
(Study 1, n = 149). Women’s responses to sexism increase in assertiveness along with their preference for being respected,
and a respect-preference mediates the relation between the type of questions and response assertiveness (Studies 1 and 2).
In Study 2 (n = 105), women’s responses to sexist questions are more assertive when the sense of belonging is enhanced
with a belonging manipulation. Moreover, preference for respect mediates the effect of the type of questions on response
assertiveness, but only when belonging needs are met. Thus the likelihood of confrontation depends on the goal to be
respected outweighing the goal to be liked.
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During a town hall meeting, Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton publicly responded to what she understood to be a
sexist question. Clinton believed she was asked what her
husband thought about a political issue, to which she
responded “You want me to tell you what my husband
thinks? My husband is not the Secretary of State, I am. You
ask my opinion. I will tell you my opinion; I’m not going to
channel my husband” (Sisk, 2009), p. 7.
Confrontations such as Secretary Clinton’s reduce prejudicial attitudes and discriminatory behaviors (Czopp, Monteith,
& Mark, 2006; Mallett & Wagner, 2011). Although many
women imagine they would act as Secretary Clinton did and
assertively confront sexism, they rarely do so (Swim & Hyers,
1999). For example, Woodzicka and LaFrance (2001) found
that 68% of women imagined they would refuse to answer
sexist questions during a job interview and 28% said they
would either rudely confront the interviewer or leave the
interview. Yet when actually asked sexist questions during an
interview, all of the women answered the sexist questions and
none rudely confronted or left. Similarly, when faced with
sexual harassment in the workplace, women typically try to
avoid or appease the harasser (e.g., smile and offer a polite
response) rather than assertively confronting (e.g., asking the
harasser to stop, telling him that his behavior is unwelcome,
or filing a formal report; Fitzgerald, Swan, & Fischer, 1995).
In sum, research that studies women’s actual responses to a
sexist situation finds that assertive confrontation is the

exception rather than the rule. We conduct two experiments to
test whether women’s preference for respect or liking goals
explains this surprising tendency with regard to responses to
sexism.
One aim of the present research is to test whether preferring the goal to be respected predicts women’s use of assertive confrontation in response to sexism. Research on
impression management shows an association between seeking respect and assertive behavior. When striving to be perceived as competent, people attempt to control the interaction
and focus on communicating their own opinions and abilities
rather than attempting to understand those of the interaction
partner. When instructed to gain respect, people use a host of
agentic behaviors such as directing the conversation toward
their own skills and abilities, taking charge of the conversation, and disconfirming their partner’s statements (Godfrey,
Jones, & Lord, 1986; Jones & Pittman, 1982). Moreover,
when responding to discrimination, a daily diary study found
that people report using assertive confrontation to gain
respect for one’s self or social group (Hyers, 2007). Therefore
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we predict that as one’s preference for the goal to be respected
increases, so will assertive confrontations of sexism.
Importantly, one’s desire to be respected does not exist in
a vacuum. Research on confronting prejudice shows that
concern with social rejection is one of the major barriers to
confrontation. Perceived discrimination poses a unique
threat to one’s sense of social acceptance and belonging
(Carvallo & Pelham, 2006). Both witnesses to confrontation
and people who are confronted typically dislike the confronter (Czopp et al., 2006). Confrontation also carries the
well-documented risk of interpersonal (e.g., disbelief, humiliation) and institutional (e.g., lower job evaluations, denial of
promotion, termination) retaliation (Fitzgerald et al., 1995).
The costs associated with confronting prejudice raise the
possibility that the goal to be liked may also be pursued in
sexist situations.
Thus, a second aim of the present research is to test
whether the need to be respected outweighs the need to be
liked when women experience sexist situations. Being
respected and liked are both essential ingredients in
receiving lucrative rewards including job offers, training
opportunities, and promotions (Rudman, Moss-Racusin,
Glick, & Phelan, 2012). The fact that consensually held
gender stereotypes portray working women as competent
but not very likeable places women in a precarious position in the workplace. Women must work harder than their
male colleagues and self-promote to ensure that others
notice their accomplishments (Eagly, 1987; Eagly &
Karau, 2002). Yet when women highlight their skills and
abilities to demonstrate competence and gain respect, they
are disliked more than male peers who engage in the same
behavior (Rudman & Glick, 1999, 2001). Indeed, women
who disconfirm gender stereotypes by demonstrating
competence are uniquely susceptible to backlash in the
form of social (e.g., being disliked, excluded) and economic (e.g., being denied a job, passed over for promotion
or training) sanctions for their atypical behavior (Phelan,
Moss-Racusin, & Rudman, 2008; Rudman et al., 2012).
These competing concerns create a “double bind” for
women in that they must often choose between being
respected and liked.
A third aim of the present research is to test whether satisfying the need to be liked increases assertive responses to
sexism. Fear of rejection causes people to change their
behavior to appease others (Fiske, 2004; Williams & CarterSowell, 2009). When attempting to be liked, people engage
in socially acceptable behavior including agreeing with their
interaction partner (Godfrey et al., 1986; Jones & Pittman,
1982). The need to be liked may therefore motivate women
to avoid assertive confrontations and either ignore the offensive behavior or make a polite response. In fact, the more
women fear being ridiculed or disliked the less they report
confronting sexism (Good, Moss-Racusin, & Sanchez,
2012). In addition, Shelton and Stewart (2004) found that
when women were more motivated to do well in an

interview, they were less likely to assertively confront sexist
questions. We test whether reducing concerns over being
liked by, for example, affirming the sense that one belongs
promotes assertive confrontations of sexism.

Overview of the Present Research
Two experiments test whether attempting to balance the need
for respect and liking explains why assertive confrontation
of sexist behavior is the exception rather than the rule.
Although women may wish to be respected, their fear of the
social costs of confronting may temper an assertive response
to sexism. Study 1 examines women’s responses to sexist
and non-sexist interview questions. It tests whether women’s
self-reported preference to be respected versus liked differs
following sexist versus non-sexist questions and whether
preferring respect shapes actual responses to the questions.
We predict that women will assertively respond to sexism to
the extent that they prefer respect, despite social pressures to
be liked. Study 2 provides a second test of these questions
and also tests whether attenuating, relative to enhancing,
concerns about being liked increases assertive responses to
sexist questions.

Study 1
Study 1 examines women’s responses to sexist or merely
inappropriate questions during a mock job interview. We use
Woodzicka and LaFrance’s (2001) interview paradigm to
examine women’s reactions to being asked sexist versus
inappropriate (but non-sexist) interview questions. Previous
research has demonstrated that the questions used in this
paradigm are rated as equally surprising and offensive, but
that the sexist questions are rated as more sexist than the
inappropriate questions (Shelton & Stewart, 2004; Woodzicka
& LaFrance, 2001).
We examine whether women report a preference to be
respected or liked depending on the type of questions they
are asked. We do so by assessing the relative preference for
each goal using a bipolar response scale that forces participants to rate one goal in relation to the other. Participants
have the option of rating the goals as equally important by
choosing the scale midpoint. Using this response format
enables us to determine whether participants identify one
goal as taking priority over the other during the interview.
Past research on goal pursuit during intergroup interactions
has used the same question wording and response options
and found that this self-report item corresponds to verbal and
nonverbal pursuit of respect and liking goals (Bergsieker,
Shelton, & Richeson, 2010).
We also test whether women’s self-reported goal preference is related to the assertiveness of their responses to the
interview questions. We hypothesize that the assertiveness of
women’s responses to sexist questions will increase along
with their preference to be respected and that the preference
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to be respected will promote assertive confrontation. That is,
a preference for respect should mediate the association
between the type of questions and the assertiveness of
responses. Supporting this hypothesis, when faced with discrimination, people who are concerned with gaining respect
for themselves or their group are motivated to assertively
respond by clearly telling a harasser that a behavior is inappropriate (Hyers, 2007).
Although being liked is an essential outcome of a job
interview, liking may not necessarily be the goal that women
consciously report preferring. People do not like to acknowledge their attempts to ingratiate themselves to others. In
fact, Jones (1965) argues that ingratiation is a mildly pejorative term because it suggests that people deliberately manipulate their behavior to gain another person’s approval. This
makes people hesitant to explicitly state that they wish to be
liked or acknowledge that they are acting a certain way to
gain approval. Moreover, women may try to balance concerns with being respected by the interviewer with concerns
about being liked (Rudman et al., 2012). Walking the tightrope of demonstrating competence and maintaining liking
means that leaning too far toward either goal could have
disastrous consequences. Thus we test whether women
report a stronger preference for being respected relative to
being liked after they are asked sexist (vs. inappropriate)
questions, and the influence that this preference has on their
responses.

Method
Participants. One hundred fifty-four women participated to
partially fulfill a course requirement. Participants ranged in
age from 18 to 26 years old (M = 18.66; SD = 1.14). They
were White (n = 105), Asian (n = 21), Latina (n = 17), multiple ethnicities (n = 10), and African American (n = 1).
Procedure and materials. We conducted mock job interviews
using a computerized instant message format similar to that
used in past research on confrontation (Czopp et al., 2006;
Rattan & Dweck, 2010). One of several female experimenters who were White (n = 6) or Indian (n = 1) led each participant individually through the experiment. Unbeknownst to
the participant, the experimenter played the role of both
experimenter (in person) and interviewer (via instant message on the computer). Participants first completed a mock
job interview during which they were either asked sexist or
inappropriate questions. Participants received the interview
questions and submitted their answers via an instant message
program. After the interview, they reported their goal preference during the interview and whether they used several specific responses using Inquisit 3.0.
Type of questions. Participants were provided with the
following cover story based on Woodzicka and LaFrance’s
(2001) interview paradigm:

You are about to take part in a study of online job interviews for
telecommuters. With the current economy and the changing
workforce, more people are choosing to telecommute to work.
That is, they choose to work from home for an office that is in
another location. Often the interviews for telecommuter
positions are conducted over the Internet, either through Skype
or simply through a formalized chat. Little research has
investigated the effectiveness of these interviews or what types
of strategies work well for such interviews. The present research
investigates those questions.

Participants were then told that a 32-year-old male who
worked in the University’s student resource center would
conduct a mock job interview with them via a computerized
instant message program. Participants were told that the
interviewer had an MBA and extensive experience conducting online interviews.
Everyone received the same first set of questions: “What
is your year in school?” “What is your major or intended
major?” and “Why are you interested in this research position?” After they submitted their answers to the first set of
questions, participants were randomly assigned to receive
either the sexist questions (“Do you have a boyfriend?” “Do
people find you desirable?” “Do you think it is important for
women to wear bras to work?”) or the inappropriate questions (“Do you have a best friend?” “Do people find you
morbid?” “Do you think it is important for people to believe
in God?”) used by Woodzicka and LaFrance (2001). After
they submitted their answers to the second set of (sexist or
inappropriate) questions via instant message, the experimenter returned to the room and announced that due to technical difficulties the interview portion of the study was over.
Goal preference. We test whether women prefer one goal
relative to the other, or prefer to equally balance concerns with
being respected and liked by the interviewer. Bergsieker and
colleagues (2010) used a single-item measure to accomplish
this task. Based on that item, we asked participants to report
their goal preference by answering this question: “If you had
to choose between being liked and being respected by the
interviewer, which do you regard as more important?” with
1 = most important to be liked, 4 = equally important, 7 = most
important to be respected. Participants may rate the two goals
as equally important; however, using this format increases
the likelihood that participants will make a difficult choice
between endorsing two favorable characteristics (Rosenthal &
Rosnow, 2008). Higher scores reflect a stronger preference for
being respected over being liked by the interviewer.
Assertiveness of responses. We measured responses to the
interview questions in two ways: coding written responses
and analyzing self-reported use of specific strategies.
Coded responses. Two coders, who were unaware of
study hypotheses and the condition to which the participant
was assigned, evaluated each written answer to determine
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Self-reported assertiveness. Participants also used a scale
from 1 = not at all to 7 = very much to respond to the item,
“During the interview, to what extent did you actually act in
the following manner?” Participants reported how much they
used each of Woodzicka and LaFrance’s (2001) six behaviors listed above over the course of the interview. We averaged the items to create an index of self-reported response
assertiveness (α = .89, skew = 1.62, SE = 0.20).2

Results
Goal preference. An independent-samples t test showed that
women preferred to be respected by the interviewer, relative
to being liked, after they were asked sexist (M = 5.63, SD =
1.34), compared with inappropriate (M = 4.78, SD = 1.37)
questions, t(152) = 3.84, p < .001.
Assertiveness of responses. Consistent with past research on
confronting, coders found that the most common response
for both types of questions was to comply by simply answering the question and explaining one’s answer. However, coders found that women were significantly less likely to comply
in response to the sexist questions than the inappropriate
questions, t(151) = 4.65, p = .001. Moreover, coders found
that women made more assertive responses to sexist than
inappropriate questions, t(151) = −3.91, p < .001 (see Figure 1
for means). Self-assessed assertiveness showed the same pattern with more assertive responses to sexist (M = 2.50, SD =
1.96) than inappropriate (M = 1.49, SD = 1.23) questions,
t(151) = −3.83, p < .001.

Inappropriate Quesons
Average Frequency of Response

whether it resembled one or more of six behaviors that Woodzicka and LaFrance (2001) found were commonly used: simply answer the question (i.e., yes or no), ask why the question
was asked, refuse to answer, state the question is irrelevant to
the position, tell the interviewer it is “none of his business,”
and stop the interview. In response to emerging themes in
the answers we also coded whether participants clarified the
question (e.g., “if you mean desirable as a research assistant
. . . ”) or explained their answer (e.g., “I don’t think that
people find me morbid, no one has ever indicated that they
feel that way about me”). Coders recorded 1 if the behavior
was present and 0 if it was absent. An answer could be coded
in multiple categories if more than one behavior was present.
Percent agreement for coders ranged from 90% to 100%.
We summed across answers to the three questions (e.g., in
the sexist condition, “Do you have a boyfriend?” “Do people
find you desirable?” “Do you think it is important for women
to wear bras to work?”) to create a variable for each behavior
that ranged from 0 = did not do this for any question to 3 =
did this for all three questions. We created one variable to
represent compliant responses by computing the average of
“simply answer” and “explain.” We created another variable
to represent the assertiveness of responses by averaging the
remaining behaviors1 (α = .60, skew = 1.37, SE = 0.20).

Sexist Quesons

2
1.8
1.6
1.4
1.2
1
0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0
compliance
(study 1)

compliance
(study 2)

asserveness
(study 1)

asserveness
(study 2)

Figure 1. Across both studies, coders found that the most
common response was to comply by answering the interview
questions. However, women were more likely to assertively
respond to sexist questions than inappropriate questions.

Mediation. We calculated the indirect effect of the type of
question on the assertiveness of women’s responses through
goal preference using the Preacher and Hayes (2004) bootstrapping method. Bootstrapping can detect effects in small
samples while maintaining control over the Type I error rate
(MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 2002; J.
Williams & MacKinnon, 2008). We used Preacher and Hayes
(2008) INDIRECT macro for SPSS to generate 5,000 samples from the original data set using sampling with replacement. The type of question was coded so that −1 =
inappropriate questions and 1 = sexist questions. Higher
numbers for the goal preference variable indicates a greater
preference for respect, relative to liking. Table 1 shows that
the type of questions and goal preference are both positively
associated with self-assessed and coded assertive responses.
Overall, women reported preferring more respect, relative to
liking, following sexist questions than following inappropriate questions, and as the preference for being respected
increases, so does the assertiveness of responses. The confidence intervals (CIs) for the indirect effect do not include
zero; therefore, we conclude that the indirect effect of the
type of questions on response assertiveness through goal
preference was reliable.

Discussion
Self-assessed and coded responses were more assertive following sexist than inappropriate questions. Similar to the
past research (Shelton & Stewart, 2004; Woodzicka &
LaFrance, 2001), the most common response was to simply
answer the questions—regardless of their content. This was,
by far, the most typical way that participants chose to respond
to the interview questions. Although women answered most
of the sexist questions, they were more likely to assertively
respond to one or more of the sexist questions than the inappropriate questions. Almost 10% (9.3%) of women even
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Table 1. Results of Bootstrapping Analyses Testing for an Indirect Effect of the Type of Question on the Assertiveness of Responses
That Operates Through Goal Preference (Study 1).
Coded assertiveness

Self-assessed assertiveness

b (SE)

b (SE)

0.38 (0.11)***
0.12 (0.06)†
0.35 (0.09)***
0.30 (0.09)***
[0.01, 0.12]

0.41 (0.11)***
0.17 (0.08)*
0.41 (0.11)***
0.34 (0.11)**
[0.02, 0.16]

Description of estimated path
Type of questions to goal preference
Direct effect of goal preference on assertiveness of responses
Total effect of type of questions on assertiveness of responses
Direct effect of type of questions on assertiveness of responses
Bias corrected 95% confidence intervals for the indirect effect
Note. †p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

refused to answer one or more of the sexist questions. This
percentage is slightly higher than that given by Shelton and
Stewart (2004) who found that 5.9% of women refused to
answer a question; no one refused to answer a question in
Woodzicka and LaFrance’s (2001) study. We may have found
slightly more assertive responses than previous studies
because we used an instant message format rather than a
face-to-face interview, and being physically removed from
the interaction partner reduces inhibitions (Milgram, 1974;
Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976).
We also found evidence that the preference for a respect
goal motivated more assertive responses to the sexist, but not
inappropriate, questions. When faced with sexist interview
questions, women reported preferring respect relative to liking compared with when faced with merely inappropriate
questions. The item we used forced women to indicate which
goal held primacy during the interview—to be respected or
liked.3 Therefore, women did not say that they were only
seeking respect, but they did indicate it was their preferred
goal after being asked sexist questions. Moreover, preferring
respect explained the association between the type of questions and the assertiveness of women’s responses. Liking
was still clearly a concern, however, as even most of the
assertive responses were fairly restrained. In sum, assertive
confrontation is not the default response to sexism—it
depends on one’s goal in the situation. If women believe it is
more important to be liked at that time, their responses
should be less assertive than if they believe it is more important to be respected.
One limitation of this study is that we collected reports of
goal preference after the interview. That is, we assessed the
proposed mediator after the dependent measure. We did so to
minimize the likelihood that participants would satisfy the
goal by answering the goal preference item rather than via
their responses to the interviewer. However, doing so creates
the possibility that the assertiveness of responses influenced
goal preference. We tested the feasibility of the opposite
mediation model by entering question type as the independent variable, self-reported or coded assertiveness as the
mediator, and goal preference as the dependent variable. This
alternative model did not provide as good of a fit to the data

(CIs = [−0.04, 0.13]; CIs = [−0.003, 0.19]; coded, self-report,
respectively). Thus, there is some evidence for our preferred
theoretical interpretation that goal preference predicts the
assertiveness of responses.

Study 2
Study 1 showed that when asked sexist (compared with
merely inappropriate) interview questions, women reported
that respect was more important than liking. Furthermore,
preferring respect relative to liking predicted the assertiveness of women’s responses to sexist interview questions. In
Study 2, we attempt to replicate the effect of preferring
respect on assertive responses to sexist behavior. Specifically,
we test whether preferring respect mediates the relation
between the type of questions and the assertiveness of
responses.
We also test whether reducing the need to be liked moderates the impact that the type of questions has on the
strength of the respect goal. To do so, we manipulate
whether the need to be liked is reduced or enhanced before
the interview by asking participants to recall a time they
were accepted or rejected (Knowles & Gardner, 2008).
Recalling a time that one was accepted should enhance the
sense of belonging and allow respect concerns to come to
the fore. In comparison, recalling a time that one was
rejected should reduce the sense of belonging and emphasize the need to be liked.
We also test whether reducing versus enhancing the sense
of belonging affects the assertiveness of responses. We
expect that responses to sexist questions should be more
assertive when the sense of belonging has been enhanced
compared with when it has been reduced. The social situation is more powerful than we think (Jones, 1990) and priming rejection, and therefore reducing the sense of belonging,
should mimic the power that social pressures to be liked
exert on our behavior. In comparison, satisfying the need to
be liked by enhancing the sense of belonging may allow the
need to gain respect to take the lead, thereby increasing the
assertiveness of responses. Indeed, when faced with discrimination, people who are primarily concerned with being liked
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are motivated to avoid confrontation by making a joke or
ignoring the offensive behavior whereas people who are concerned with gaining respect use confrontation (Hyers, 2007).
Finally, we test for moderated mediation—that is, whether
attenuating liking-related concerns via enhancing the sense
of belonging moderates the impact that the type of questions
has on assertive responses through goal preference.

Method
Participants. One hundred ten women participated to partially fulfill a course requirement. Participants ranged in
age from 18 to 23 years old (M = 18.96; SD = 1.21). Participants were White (n = 68), Asian (n = 23), African American (n = 9), Latina (n = 5), multiple ethnicities (n = 4), and
American Indian/Alaska Native (n = 1). We excluded 3 participants due to procedural errors (e.g., computer malfunction) and 2 participants who suspected the interview was
not real.
Procedure. One of several female (3 White, 1 Indian, 1
Latina) or male (1 White) experimenters conducted the
experimental session. Participants were randomly assigned
to condition using a 2 (sense of belonging: enhanced,
reduced) × 2 (type of questions: sexist, inappropriate)
between-participants factorial design. The Inquisit 4.0 computer program presented all study materials. Participants
were first instructed to complete the belonging manipulation,
which they were told we were pilot testing for a future study.
Participants were then randomly assigned to receive sexist or
inappropriate questions and wrote responses to the questions.
The experimenter cited technical difficulties to end the interview after the answers were submitted and then asked the
participant “to tell us your thoughts about the interview
experience.” At this point, participants completed a number
of self-report items about the interview.
Materials
Belonging manipulation. Participants were randomly
assigned to receive Knowles and Gardner’s (2008) belonging manipulation to either reduce (via social rejection) or
enhance (via social acceptance) the sense of belonging.
The following instructions were used to reduce the sense of
belonging; instructions used to enhance the sense of belonging appear in brackets.
Please write about a time in which you felt intensely rejected
[accepted] in some way, a time that you felt as if you did not
belong [you belonged]. This rejection [acceptance] can be
interpersonal in nature (e.g., a time in which someone broke up
with you, or no longer wanted to be your friend [a time in which
someone wished to date you or wanted to be your friend]) or can
be a rejection [acceptance] from a group (e.g., a time in which
you were chosen last for a team or excluded from a clique [a
time in which you were chosen for a team or included in a
clique]).

Participants used a scale from 1 = not at all to 7 = very
much to answer the following manipulation check item, “I
felt socially accepted during this event.”
Goal preference. As in Study 1, participants indicated
their goal preference using the item, “If you had to choose
between being liked and being respected by the interviewer,
which do you regard as more important?” with 1 = most
important to be liked, 4 = equally important, 7 = most important to be respected.
Type of questions. Participants experienced the same interview and received the same interview questions described in
Study 1. After the participant submitted her answers to the
questions, the experimenter notified her that there were technical difficulties and they could not continue the interview.
Assertiveness of responses. As in Study 1, participants
wrote their response to each interview question. We coded
their writing to determine whether each answer resembled
one or more of eight behaviors (listed in Study 1 method).
Two coders, who were unaware of study hypotheses and the
condition to which the participant was assigned, evaluated
each written answer. Percent agreement for coders ranged
from 96% to 100%. We combined answers to the three questions to create a variable for each behavior that ranged from
0 = did not use this response to any question to 3 = used this
response for all three questions. As in Study 1, we created
one variable to represent compliant responses by combining
“simply answer” and “explain.” We created another variable
to represent the assertiveness of responses by averaging the
remaining behaviors (α = .83, skew = 1.24, SE = 0.38).
As in Study 1, participants also used a scale from 1 = not
at all likely to 7 = very likely to self-assess how much they
used each behavior over the course of the interview. We averaged these items to create an index of self-assessed response
assertiveness (α = .89, skew = 2.02, SE = 0.24).

Results
An independent-samples t test showed that participants felt
more socially accepted when responding to the belonging
enhancement (M = 6.47, SD = 0.82) compared with the
belonging reduction (M = 2.10, SD = 1.20) prompt, t(102) =
−21.69, p < .001.
Goal preference. We first tested whether manipulating the
need to be liked moderates the impact that the type of questions has on goal preference. We used a 2 (type of question:
sexist, inappropriate) × 2 (sense of belonging: enhanced,
reduced) between-subjects ANOVA with goal preference as
the dependent variable. Replicating Study 1, we found a
main effect of type of question, F(1, 104) = 7.17, p = .009,
η2 = .07, such that participants reported preferring respect
relative to liking more in the sexist (M = 5.40, SD = 1.15),
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Coded response assertiveness. Finally, we used the same
between-subjects ANOVA to examine coded assertiveness in
the written interview responses as the dependent variable.
When considering compliance, as in Study 1, we found that
the most common response to both types of questions was to
comply by simply answering and explaining one’s answer
(see Figure 1 for the means). Coders noted that women were
significantly less likely to comply with the sexist questions
(M = 1.45, SD = 0.69), compared with the inappropriate
questions (M = 2.04, SD = 1.12), F(1, 102) = 10.25, p = .002,
η2 = .10. There was no effect of the belonging manipulation
on compliance and no interaction, ps > .56.
When considering the assertiveness captured in coding of
written responses to the interview questions, we found a
main effect of the type of question F(1, 102) = 6.01, p = .02,
η2 = .06 such that responses were more assertive in response
to sexist (M = 1.25, SD = 1.44) than inappropriate questions
(M = 0.37, SD = 0.73). There was also a main effect of the
belonging manipulation, F(1, 102) = 4.26, p = .04, η2 = .04
such that responses were coded as more assertive following
the belonging enhancement prompt (M = 1.19, SD = 1.45)

Asserveness of Responses

Self-assessed response assertiveness. We then used the same
between-subjects ANOVA and examined self-assessed
response assertiveness as the dependent variable. We found a
main effect of the type of questions, F(1, 105) = 4.36, p =
.04, η2 = .04, such that responses were self-assessed as more
assertive in response to sexist (M = 1.79, SD = 0.99) than
inappropriate questions (M = 1.44, SD = 0.74). There was
also a main effect of the belonging manipulation, F(1, 105) =
3.94, p = .05, η2 = .04, such that responses were self-assessed
as more assertive following the belonging enhancement
prompt (M = 1.78, SD = 1.04) than the belonging reduction
prompt (M = 1.45, SD = 0.67). Moreover, there was an interaction, F(1, 105) = 5.16, p = .025, η2 = .05. Participants
reported using the most assertive responses when they
received the belonging enhancement prompt and sexist questions; all other conditions were significantly lower in assertiveness (see Figure 2). Simple effects tests showed that
responses to sexist questions were self-assessed as significantly more assertive following the belonging enhancement
prompt than the belonging reduction prompt, F(1, 105) = 9.24,
p = .003, η2 = .09. Responses to the inappropriate questions
did not differ based on the belonging manipulation, F(1, 105)
= 0.04, p = .84. Moreover, following the belonging enhancement prompt, responses were more assertive to the sexist
questions than the inappropriate questions, F(1, 105) = 9.69,
p = .002, η2 = .09. Following the belonging reduction prompt,
responses did not differ depending on the type of question,
F(1, 105) = 0.02, p = .90.

Sense of Belonging
Reduced via Recalling Rejec on Enhanced via Recalling Accepatance
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
Inappropriate Ques ons

Sexist Ques ons

Type of Quesons

Figure 2. Self-assessed response assertiveness was highest in
response to sexist questions when the sense of belonging had
been enhanced via a belonging manipulation (Study 2).

Sense of Belonging
Reduced via Recalling Rejecon Enhanced via Recalling Accepatance
Asserveness of Responses

compared with the inappropriate (M = 4.63, SD = 1.39) interview condition. There was no main effect of the belonging
manipulation on goal preference, F(1, 104) = 0.63, p = .43,
and no interaction, F(1, 104) = 0.77, p = .38.

3
2.5
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
Inappropriate Quesons
Sexist Quesons
Type of Quesons

Figure 3. Coded response assertiveness was highest in response
to sexist questions when the sense of belonging had been
enhanced via a belonging manipulation (Study 2).

than the belonging reduction prompt (M = 0.44, SD = 0.81).
The interaction was not significant, F(1, 102) = 2.71, p = .10,
though cell means were in line with predictions and matched
the pattern of self-assessed assertiveness (see Figure 3).
Mediation. We used Hayes PROCESS macro for SPSS to estimate a conditional process model (Preacher, Rucker, &
Hayes, 2007), which tests the contingent nature of the effect
of the type of questions on response assertiveness through
goal preference, depending on the belonging manipulation.
We found evidence that enhancing the sense of belonging
moderated the indirect effect as there was an interaction
between the type of questions and the belonging manipulation
in the model of goal preference (see Table 2; Model 5, Hayes,
2012).4 This interaction was significant for self-assessed
assertiveness and marginally significant for coded assertiveness. The indirect effect is conditional on the belonging
manipulation, so we separately examine the mediational pathways for belonging enhancement and reduction (Hayes,
2012). When the sense of belonging is enhanced, the indirect
effect of the type of questions on the assertiveness of responses

Downloaded from psp.sagepub.com at LOYOLA UNIVERSITY CHICAGO on February 2, 2014

8

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 

Table 2. Results of Conditional Effects Bootstrapping Analyses Testing for an Indirect Effect of the Type of Question on Assertive
Responses That Operates Through Goal Preference and Is Dependent on the Belonging Manipulation (Study 2).

Type of questions → Goal preference
Goal preference → Response assertiveness
Type of questions → Response assertiveness
Belonging manipulation → Response assertiveness
Type of questions × Belonging manipulation → Response
assertiveness
Conditional direct effects of type of questions on
response assertiveness when the sense of belonging
was reduced and enhanced

Coded assertiveness

Self-assessed assertiveness

b (SE)

b (SE)

0.38 (0.15)**
0.25 (0.12)*
0.34 (0.15)*
0.31 (0.15)*
0.29 (0.15)*

0.38 (0.14)**
0.13 (0.07)††
0.12 (0.08)
0.14 (0.08)†
0.19 (0.08)*

Reduced
0.04 (0.21)
Enhanced
0.63 (0.21)**

Reduced
−0.07 (0.12)
Enhanced
0.31 (0.12)*

Note. ††p = .05. †p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

through respect goal preference is positive and significant for
both self-assessed and coded responses. Moreover, for the
belonging enhancement condition, a 95% bootstrap CI for the
conditional indirect effect is above zero. When the sense of
belonging is reduced, the indirect effect is not significant for
either self-assessment or coding, as evidenced by CIs that
include zero. Therefore, preference for a respect goal mediates the effect of the type of questions on the assertiveness of
responses, but only when belonging is enhanced.

Discussion
Replicating Study 1 and past research, the most common
response to the interview questions was to comply by providing an answer. This suggests that there are strong response
norms for an interview context that constrain behavior to be
mostly compliant, even in the face of inappropriate or biased
questions. Responses were more assertive to sexist than inappropriate questions, but the assertiveness of responses was
still tempered in relation to how Woodzicka and LaFrance
(2001) found that women imagined they would respond to
such questions. This may reflect an attempt to balance being
respected and liked by the interviewer in the service of gaining a favorable evaluation (e.g., Rudman et al., 2012).
Replicating Study 1, we found that preferring a respect
goal mediated the relation between the type of questions and
response assertiveness. Women report a stronger preference
for respect, relative to liking, following sexist questions than
following inappropriate questions, and as the preference for
respect increases, so does the assertiveness of responses.
This research provides the first test (and replication) of the
causal role that preferring respect plays in predicting assertive responses to sexism. Goal preference was unaffected by
the belonging manipulation; as in Study 1, we simply found
a main effect whereby the preference for respect relative to
liking was greater following sexist, compared with inappropriate, questions. Recalling a time that one had been accepted

or rejected in the past did not modify this self-reported
preference.
Instead, we found that the belonging manipulation moderated the effect of the type of questions on the assertiveness of
responses.5 That is, when women were asked sexist questions, their responses were less assertive when the sense of
belonging was reduced by considering past rejection compared with when the sense of belonging was enhanced by
recalling a time they had been accepted. Less assertive
responses following the reduced sense of belonging correspond to how many women actually responded to the sexist
interview questions used in this study (Woodzicka &
LaFrance, 2001) and to sexual harassment in the workplace
(e.g., Fitzgerald et al., 1995). In comparison, enhancing
belonging increases assertive responses to sexism. Perhaps
belonging enhancement lowers the perceived risk of confronting. Although it does not change participants’ preference for respect over liking from the interviewer it may still
affect their willingness to act on that goal and assertively
confront.6 One of the biggest barriers to confronting any type
of prejudice is the fear of social repercussions (Good et al.,
2012; Shelton & Stewart, 2004) and Study 2 suggests that
reducing that fear increases assertive responses.

General Discussion
The present research enhances our understanding of why
assertive responses to discrimination are the exception rather
than the rule. The need to be liked is a fundamental human
motivation and the fear of retaliation for confronting inhibits
assertive responses to sexism. Study 1 shows that when faced
with a sexist interviewer, preferring respect over liking
explains the assertiveness of women’s responses. Study 2
shows that the indirect effect of the type of questions on the
assertiveness of responses through respect goal preference
only operates when liking-related concerns are attenuated by
enhancing the sense that one belongs.
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Similar to past research, we found low rates of confrontation which suggests that most women remain reluctant to
confront even when motivated to gain the respect of the
interviewer. Despite this fact, many people expect that a
“reasonable person”—including themselves—would assertively confront a harasser. In fact, United States’s law relies
on a reasonable person standard when evaluating sexual
harassment cases (Ellison v. Brady, 1991). If sexual harassment occurred, then the target of harassment is expected to
make an immediate and assertive attempt to stop the harassment. If such a response is not forthcoming, it is assumed
that either harassment did not occur or that the target welcomed the behavior (Estrich, 1991). Given existing research,
requiring such a response is an unreasonable expectation.
Our experimental paradigm involved a power differential,
with participants always imagining themselves in a lowpower position (i.e., the interviewee). Power affects one’s
response options. The need to be liked may be stronger when
the target of sexism is in a low power, compared with high
power, position relative to the harasser. Future research on
confrontation should manipulate the power dynamics of the
situation. A person with high power should be more likely
than a person with low power to risk disrupting a social
exchange with confrontation (Keltner, Van Kleef, Chen, &
Kraus, 2008). In support of this idea, women are more likely
to report sexism if the harasser has equal or lesser status
within the workplace than if the harasser is in a more powerful position (Fitzgerald et al., 1995).
Even women who hold positions of power may be unwilling to confront due to their fear of backlash. The Backlash
Avoidance Model (Rudman & Glick, 1999, 2001; Rudman et
al., 2012) argues that women who work in masculine-stereotyped domains (e.g., science, engineering) and women who
engage in gender atypical behaviors (e.g., leadership) are
particularly susceptible to backlash for agentic behavior. To
avoid backlash, women in these positions use strategies such
as hiding atypical behavior and increasing their conformity
to norms. Therefore, women who have attained leadership
positions may be unwilling to risk their status by confronting
sexism and, instead, increase their conformity to the norm of
polite behavior and silence themselves in the face of discrimination. Doing so ensures that they keep their position, but
reinforces discrimination that ultimately puts them at a disadvantage in relation to their male peers and maintains sexist
norms that impede the progress of other women.
Thus, the experience of sexism creates a double bind for
all women, regardless of their power. Remaining silent can
send the message that one is complicit with the behavior
(Czopp, 2013). Indeed, many times the targets of sexism are
blamed for their decision to not make an assertive response
at the time the discrimination takes place (Cohen & Cohen,
1993; Fitzgerald et al., 1995). Yet the need to be liked by
one’s colleagues is a very real concern with significant consequences; women who act agentically are disliked and

penalized via sabotage, social rejection, and hiring discrimination (Heilman, Wallen, Fuchs, & Tamkins, 2004).
Moreover, most people expect to be disliked if they confront
discrimination (Czopp et al., 2006; Good et al., 2012).
Worries that confronting sexism will jeopardize the opportunity for training, promotion, or a pay raise make the idea of
questioning sexism, even in a polite manner, unappealing
and therefore unlikely for most women.
Understanding how the need to be liked shapes behavior
provides a more complete picture of the situation in which
targets of sexism must make decisions about how to respond.
When we put women in a sexist situation, preferring the
interviewer’s respect over his liking increased assertive confrontation (Studies 1 and 2). Moreover, reducing likingrelated concerns increased assertive responses to sexism
(Study 2). The finding that the need to be liked tempers the
assertiveness of responses has profound implications for
how we understand reactions to sexism. People who decide
the outcome of sexual harassment cases (e.g., judges, managers) should be aware that the need to be liked can overwhelm
the need to be respected—even if it goes against one’s own
self-interest. Procedures for reporting sexist behavior could
be modified to attenuate concerns related to the need to
maintain liking in the workplace. For example, conducting
routine anonymous workplace climate surveys could reduce
the consequences associated with filing a grievance. Keeping
such surveys anonymous would protect employees who
report sexism from repercussions such as being denied a promotion and allow third parties (e.g., coworkers) a chance to
report sexist behavior that they observe.
If we wish to create a more just and equal society, we
should identify ways to reduce the social and financial costs
of confronting discrimination. Allowing biased behavior to
proceed unchecked signals that such actions are normative
and acceptable (Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien, 2002). It is
only by changing the norms for confronting prejudice from
being taboo to expected and even encouraged that we may
reduce the consequences of confronting. If people get in the
habit of confronting, the fear and anxiety that is experienced
when engaging in this deviant behavior should be reduced.
Not all confrontations will go well, but some may go better
than expected and reduce the likelihood of future biased
behavior (Mallett & Wagner, 2011). If confrontation becomes
commonplace, the defensiveness of those confronted and the
stigma attached to those who confront should also be reduced.
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Notes
1. We wish to thank Sarah Gervais for comments on a previous
draft of the paper. We also thank Lenel Reuther and Sophia
Smith for help with data collection.
2. No one stopped the interview in Study 1, so this behavior was
not included in the index of coded behavior.
3. In both studies, the distribution for the coded and self-reported
assertiveness variables had a slight positive skew. Re-analysis
using a log-transformation to reduce the skew produces the same
pattern of results and nearly equivalent probability values. We
report the non-transformed results to facilitate interpretation.
4. Multiple-item measures are typically preferred over single-item
measures because they allow for the calculation of reliability
coefficients (e.g., Guilford, 1954). However, reliability does not
guarantee validity, and a single-item measure (where reliability
is unknown) can demonstrate predictive validity (Bergkvist &
Rossiter, 2007). Thus, although researchers are unable to demonstrate the reliability of a single-item measure, such measures
may still be used to validly predict outcomes. Past research has
demonstrated the predictive validity of this item in a similar context (Bergsieker, Shelton, & Richeson, 2010), increasing confidence in the use of this single-item measure of goal preference.
5. We estimated a second model (Model 15, Hayes, 2012) that tests
whether the belonging manipulation moderates both the path
between the independent variable and dependent variable and
the path between the mediator and the dependent variable. This
model showed that the belonging manipulation did not moderate
the path between the mediator and the dependent variable for
either self-report or coded responses.
6. The interaction between the need for liking and the type of
question was significant for self-assessed assertiveness, but
only approached significance for coding of women’s actual
responses. It is important to note that the pattern of results for
self-report (Figure 2) and coded variables (Figure 3) are the
same; the effect is simply weaker with the written responses.
Given the infinite number of ways that women could choose to
respond to an interview question and the relatively simple nature
of the coding scheme, it is impressive to find a difference in the
predicted direction. Perhaps if future research had women rate
their own written statements for assertiveness, doing so would
reveal an effect as strong as we obtain for self-report.
7. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.

References
Bergkvist, L., & Rossiter, J. R. (2007). The predictive validity of
multiple-item versus single-item measures of the same constructs. Journal of Marketing Research, 44, 175-184.
Bergsieker, H. B., Shelton, J. N., & Richeson, J. A. (2010). To be
liked versus respected: Divergent goals in interracial interactions. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 99, 248264. doi:10.1037/a0018474
Carvallo, M., & Pelham, B. W. (2006). When fiends become friends:
The need to belong and perceptions of personal and group discrimination. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90,
94-105. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.90.1.94

Cohen, C. F., & Cohen, M. E. (1993). Defending your life: When women
complain about sexual harassment. Employee Responsibilities and
Rights Journal, 7, 235-242. doi:10.1007/BF02621115
Crandall, C. S., Eshleman, A., & O’Brien, L. (2002). Social
norms and the expression and suppression of prejudice: The
struggle for internalization. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 82, 359-378. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.82.3.359
Czopp, A. M. (2013). The passive activist: Negative consequences of failing to confront anti-environmental statements.
Ecopsychology, 5, 17-23. doi:10.1089/eco.2012.0066
Czopp, A. M., Monteith, M. J., & Mark, A. Y. (2006). Standing up
for a change: Reducing bias through interpersonal confrontation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90, 784803. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.784
Eagly, A. H. (1987). Sex differences in social behavior: A socialrole interpretation. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Eagly, A. H., & Karau, S. J. (2002). Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female leaders. Psychological Review, 109, 573598. doi:10.1037/0033-295X.109.3.573
Ellison v. Brady, 55 FEP Cases 111 (9th Cir. 1991).
Estrich, S. (1991). Sex at work. Stanford Law Review, 43, 813-861.
Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/1228921
Fiske, S. T. (2004). Social beings: A core motives approach to
social psychology. New York, NY: Wiley.
Fitzgerald, L. F., Swan, S., & Fischer, K. (1995). Why didn’t she
just report him? The psychological and legal implications of
women’s responses to sexual harassment. Journal of Social
Issues, 51, 117-138. doi:10.1111/j.1540-4560.1995.tb01312.x
Godfrey, D. K., Jones, E. E., & Lord, C. C. (1986). Self-promotion is
not ingratiating. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
50, 106-115. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.50.1.106
Good, J. J., Moss-Racusin, C. A., & Sanchez, D. T. (2012).
When do we confront? Perceptions of costs and benefits
predict confronting discrimination on behalf of the self and
others. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 36, 210-226.
doi:10.1177/0361684312440958
Guilford, J. P. (1954). Psychometric methods. New York, NY:
McGraw-Hill.
Hayes, A. F. (2012). PROCESS: A versatile computational tool
for observed variable mediation, moderation, and conditional
process modeling (White paper). Retrieved from http://www.
afhayes.com/public/process2012.pdf
Heilman, M. E., Wallen, A. S., Fuchs, D., & Tamkins, M. M.
(2004). Penalties for success: Reactions to women who succeed at male tasks. Journal of Applied Psychology, 89, 416427. doi:10.1037/0021-9010.89.3.416
Hyers, L. (2007). Resisting prejudice every day: Exploring women’s assertive responses to anti-Black racism, anti-semitism,
heterosexism, and sexism. Sex Roles, 56, 1-12. doi:10.1007/
s11199-006-9142-8
Jones, E. E. (1965). Conformity as a tactic of ingratiation. Science,
149, 144-150. doi:10.1126/science.149.3680.144
Jones, E. E. (1990). Interpersonal perception. New York, NY:
Freeman.
Jones, E. E., & Pittman, T. S. (1982). Toward a general theory
of strategic self-presentation. In J. Suls (Ed.), Psychological
perspectives on the self (Vol. 1, pp. 231-262). Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.
Keltner, D., Van Kleef, G. A., Chen, S., & Kraus, M. (2008). A reciprocal influence model of social power: Emerging principles and

Downloaded from psp.sagepub.com at LOYOLA UNIVERSITY CHICAGO on February 2, 2014

11

Mallett and Melchiori
lines of inquiry. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology,
40, 151-192. doi:10.1016/S0065-2601(07)00003-2
Knowles, M. L., & Gardner, W. L. (2008). Benefits of membership:
The activation and amplification of group identities in response
to social rejection. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
34, 1200-1213.
MacKinnon, D. P., Lockwood, C. M., Hoffman, J. M., West, S. G.,
& Sheets, V. (2002). A comparison of methods to test mediation and other intervening variable effects. Psychological
Methods, 7, 83-104. doi:10.1037/1082-989X.7.1.83
Mallett, R. K., & Wagner, D. E. (2011). The unexpectedly positive
consequences of confrontation. Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology, 47, 215-220. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2010.10.001
Milgram, S. (1974). Obedience to authority: An experimental view.
New York, NY: Harper & Row.
Phelan, J. E, Moss-Racusin, C. A., & Rudman, L. A. (2008).
Competent yet out in the cold: Shifting criteria for hiring
reflect backlash towards agentic women. Psychology of Women
Quarterly, 32, 406-413.
Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2004). SPSS and SAS procedures
for estimating indirect effects in simple mediation models.
Behavior Research Methods, Instruments, and Computers, 36,
717-731. Available from http://brm.psychonomic-journals.org/
Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2008). Asymptotic and resampling
strategies for assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple mediator models. Behavior Research Methods, 40, 879891. doi:10.3758/BRM.40.3.879
Preacher, K. J., Rucker, D. D., & Hayes, A. F. (2007). Addressing
moderated mediation hypotheses: Theory, methods, and prescriptions. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 42, 185-227.
Rattan, A., & Dweck, C. S. (2010). Who confronts prejudice? The role of implicit theories in the motivation to
confront prejudice. Psychological Science, 21, 952-959.
doi:10.1177/0956797610374740
Rosenthal, R., & Rosnow, R. L. (2008). Essentials of behavioral research: Methods and data analysis. New York, NY:
McGraw-Hill.

Rudman, L. A., & Glick, P. (1999). Feminized management and
backlash toward agentic women: The hidden costs to women of a
kinder, gentler image of middle-managers. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 77, 1004-1010. doi:10.1037/00223514.77.5.1004
Rudman, L. A., & Glick, P. (2001). Prescriptive gender stereotypes
and backlash toward agentic women. Journal of Social Issues,
57, 732-762. doi:10.1111/0022-4537.00239
Rudman, L. A., Moss-Racusin, C. A., Glick, P., & Phelan, J. E.
(2012). Reactions to vanguards: Advances in backlash theory.
Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 45, 167-227.
doi:10.1016/B978-0-12-394286-9.00004-4
Shelton, J. N., & Stewart, R. E. (2004). Confronting perpetrators
of prejudice: The inhibitory effects of social costs. Psychology
of Women Quarterly, 28, 215-223. doi:10.1111/j.14716402.2004.00138.x
Short, J., Williams, E., & Christie, B. (1976). The social psychology
of telecommunications. London, England: Wiley.
Sisk, R. (2009, August 11). Who wears the pantsuit? I am the
secretary of state, exasperated Hill tells crowd. Daily News,
p. 7.
Swim, J. K., & Hyers, L. L. (1999). Excuse me—What did you
just say?!: Women’s public and private responses to sexist
remarks. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 35, 6888. doi:10.1006/jesp.1998.1370
Williams, J., & MacKinnon, D. P. (2008). Resampling and distribution of the product methods for testing indirect effects in
complex models. Structural Equation Modeling, 15, 23-51.
doi:10.1080/10705510701758166
Williams, K. D., & Carter-Sowell, A. R. (2009). Marginalization
through social ostracism: Effects of being ignored and
excluded. In F. Butera & J. M. Levine (Eds.), Coping with
minority status: Responses to exclusion and inclusion (pp.
104-122). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.
Woodzicka, J. A., & LaFrance, M. (2001). Real versus imagined gender harassment. Journal of Social Issues, 57, 15-30.
doi:10.1111/0022-4537.00199

Downloaded from psp.sagepub.com at LOYOLA UNIVERSITY CHICAGO on February 2, 2014

